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The First 


Author's Notes: 

Sometimes, stories come to you in a chronological, if untamed, stream of consciousness. Sometimes, the wild 
edges are easily snipped off and new additions slot neatly into place. This is not one of those stories. 

After nearly two months of rewrites, edits, split chapters and deleted scenes, I'm proud(ish) of how this 
turned out, but | want to give due warning once and once only from the very start: this story toes the line. A 
lot. As in, | seriously considered packing it in altogether at some points. To any moderators: | respect the 
wonderful and difficult job you do, keeping the content here appropriate and of good quality, and | apologise 
sincerely if I'm being a pain in the ass with this story. | have read the submission rules and and I'll leave it to 
your discretion if you think the grey areas here have a little too much black and not enough white in them. 
However, | truly hope you give it a chance. And thank you in advance to everyone who reads and comments—all 
of you are literally the only thing that keeps me motivated to keep writing, and words can't express how 
grateful | am to you all. # 


October 4th, 1919 


Dear Izzy, 


| see how it is, you shady asshat. It's been.shit, how long has it been since you jumped ship on me? Three, 
four weeks? And you don't call, you don't write, you don't send any of the good-ass pot | know you can get on 
the West Coast.like, | understand that LA. must be a fucking Garden of Eden and you're having the time of 
your life, but damn, spare a thought for those of us still stuck with our thumb up our ass in Crapayette. 


You're probably rolling your eyes and doing that long-suffering half-smile thing you do when I'm being 
irritating on purpose. The thought of that makes me laugh, and the dick on duty - | call him Perry the 


Pigfucker - is looking at me like I'm crazy. 


Well, | guess | am crazy. After all, that is why they sectioned me into this shithole, isn't it? Because l'm a 


menace fo society and l'm unfit for upstanding moral civilisation 
God. Just writing that makes me want to fucking spit. 


Look, I'll be the first to admit that | ain't exactly Johnny Normal. So if they want to label me a menace..well, be 
my fucking guest, | couldn't give less of a shit if | had chronic fucking constipation. What does bug me out is, 
how in the holy name of Jesus, Mary and Joseph can anyone describe Lafayette as a moral fucking civilisation 
without bursting into a ball of flames or something? I'm telling you, this must be the one of signs of the 
fucking Apocalypse that they always wax lyrical about in church. Like the Eighth Seal that they forgot to 
include in the Bible. Crapayette as a moral civilisation Yeah, when a zebra drives a pink sports car out of my 


goddamn sphincter. 


Do you think l'm crazy? You were still here when | got diagnosed with psychosis, and | never told you this, but 
the way you were so goddamn cool about the whole thing.! really needed that from you, Izz. You barely even 
blinked, you just offered me a cigarette and watched me try and fail to light it, eventually taking pity on my 
sorry ass and lighting it yourself. | think, on a subconscious level, | was expecting you to distance yourself 
from me after you found out. You didn’t, though, even when | actively tried to make you hate me because 
why the fuck would a normal person want to hang out with..well, a freak? A psychopath with the medical 


records to prove it? 


"Who gives a fuck, man?" you said lazily, when | eventually worked up the courage to ask you. "So you're a 


couple dicks short of an orgy. | could have fucking told you that. Hell, you could have told you that." 


| suppose you were right. | did always know that there was something slightly off about me, but | never really 
thought about it in clinical terms. The Reverend gave sermons about spiritual weakness, about diabolical 
infestations and maleticent forces dwelling within the unbelievers, his eyes always lingering on mine just a little 
longer than necessary. Whatever. Life went on as usual, except now we had yet another label - a medical one, 


this time - for the myriad of issues | had. We didn't really talk about it much, although there was that night 


when we went under the bridge and shared a blunt, and you got all metaphysical on me. 


"Sanity is in the eye of the beholder," you whispered, fervent, staring out at the weeds as they danced 


miserably in the weak current of the river. "It's a relative concept, Bill” 


You looked so eerie in the dark, a still silhouette with shadowy hair and glinting eyes, and | wondered if there 
wasn't a touch of the psychologically challenged in you, too. Maybe there's a touch of the psychologically 


challenged in everyone. 


Officially, though, there's no such concept as mental health here in Crapayette. There's normal, nice people who 
go to church and cut their hair and listen to gospel records, and then there's the two or three others that 
you cross the street to avoid, and shoot filthy looks at in the grocery store, and gossip about in hushed tones 
after communion. Screw trying to understand them, and Heaven forbid trying to help them. Remember the Ten 
Commandments? There's another one they tend to skim over in Sunday school, and it goes something like this: 
Thou shalt not tolerate anyone who's slightly different fo you. Variety here isn't the spice of life, it's the fucking 


cyani de. 


How did my parents react? Well, the Reverend dismissed my diagnosis, so naturally, my loving mother did the 

same. Who can blame them? It's way easier to carry on believing I'm just a cross between a natural-born pain 
in the ass and a demorically possessed freak of nature. No sense sticking fancy medical terminology onto that. 
Plus, why the hell would they invest in treatment and medication when the Reverend had far cheaper, far 


more satisfying ways of curing my crazy? 


Anyway, let's talk about you. What are you doing with yourself? Painting the town red, | hope, because at least 
one of us should get to live the fucking dream. God, Izzy, there is absolutely fuck all to do here. No ornaments 
to smash, no pot to smoke, no one to talk to. No music, no books, no fuckin’ nothing. It's almost enough to make 


me miss school. 
Almost. 


I'm telling you, getting the fuck out of dodge is the smartest thing you've done. Is LA. like the movies? | bet it 
is. | bet you're well on your way to starting that band we always talked about. | bet there's no God-bothering, 
inbred Jesus-freaks running their sanctimonious mouths off about changelings and devil spawn, judging you 


from behind their dantel-laced curtains while their husbands chug Budweisers and yell at the TV. 


| hope the whole band thing goes well for you, man. | mean that. | won't lie, | was pretty pissed that you took 
off before me, but I'm over it now. Here's the thing: we both despised growing up in this cornfield-havin’, cow- 
tippin’, say-Grace-before-you-eat-a-goddamn-cookie black hole of Middle America stereotypes, but you, lzzy..l 
think you hated it that little bit more than | did. I've seen you, the way your eyes sort of cloud over when 
you saw those factory zombies leaving their shifts, the way you'd shudder when we heard them complaining 
about their bosses, their Miss Piggy wives, their shitty little pay slips..Christ, | don't blame you for feeling a 
little sick. See, in the same way that some people can't handle spiders or heights, your own personal Kryptonite 
was mundanity, And | could see it in you, Izzy, in the way your shoulders started to slump and your eyes got a 
little dimmer and you talked less and less, that small-town life was slowly wearing you down. You had to take 
off before there was nothing left and you became just another rusted cog in the machinery, driving dump 


trucks down the I-65 for twelve bucks an hour. | get that, | really do. Still, | just want you to know that if it 


was the other way round, I'd have waited. | would have waited for you, and we could have gone to California 


together, like we always planned. 
But whatever, it's cool. 


| wonder if you've heard about the Bad Thing | did. | know its been on the news, but | guess you're living 
pretty rough right now and you probably don't have a TV or anything. Maybe you've heard something, though. 
You always were so turned on to everything around you, even though you looked like you didn't give a two- 
tone shit about anything half the time. I've always admired that about you, how cool and astute you are. How 
did that that school counsellor put it? The ice to my fire. Made us sound like we were fags or some shit. 
Although | do kind of like the way it sounds, I'll admit. The ice fo my fire thing, not the fag thing, wipe that 
goddamn smirk off your face because | can practically fucking see it. It just sounds kind of poetic, you know? 


Like we're two unstoppable forces of nature, opposites in every way except our ability to fuck shit up. 


Back to the point. If you have heard, | bet it really messed with your head. God, | wish | could have seen your 
face. Remember how we used to joke about it? You told me | didn't have the balls, and we'd end up wrestling, 
and I'd win in a couple of seconds flat. Mainly because you'd be too busy pissing your stupid pants to really 


fight back. 


"All right, maybe you do have the fuckin’ balls," you'd half-laugh, half-choke from the headlock I'd caught you 


in. “But you also have a little bit of common sense, somewhere under all that hair." 


You'd reach out to ruffle it, and I'd dance out of your reach, trying to keep the scowl on my face, trying not 
to dissolve into laughter. 


"You're nuts, dude, don't get me wrong. But not that nuts." 

Yeah? Challenge fucking accepted. | should have bet money on this shit. 

Hey, did you get your name legally changed yet? Izzy Stradlin, right? Sure as hell makes you sound like a 
rockstar, if nothing else. I'm still stuck with Bil fucking Bailey. Shit, it makes me cringe just to write that. | 
sound like a goddamn Looney Tunes character. | wonder if I'll ever get it changed to W. Axl Rose, now. Rose 


sounds so much better than Bailey, doesn't it? 


| still can't believe that rat bastard conned me for all those years, making me think | was his son | knew | 


didn't have a thing in common with him. Asshole. Hypocrite. God, | hope he rots in hell. 


Anyway. They told me they'd give me more paper and let me write to you some more, if | was good | guess 


by good they mean not calling the pastor a cum-guzzling fucktag and trying to stab him with his reading glasses 


| can't even remember doing that, but | do remember him reading me that fucking line from John I:4. You know 


the one, about confession and forgiveness and and fucking cleansing - 


What the fuck were they thinking, bringing him in to begin with? | don't need another Bible-bashing whack job in 
my life. Fuck that. God, what am |, flypaper for zealots? That prick won't be coming back anytime soon, that's a 
guarantee. Like | give a shit. What's the point of confession if I'm not repentant, anyway? To hell with it all. l'm 
so sick of religion All this bullshit about Jesus dying for our sins. | highly doubt he'd want anything to do with 


my sin. | can just picture him on the Day of Resurrection: 


"Yeah, | died for the sins of the believers, you all get to go to heaven and stuff. Just not that little ginger 
bastard, he can get fucked." 


And you know what? | truly don't care. I'm beyond salvation, and it feels pretty goddamn good. 


They're only giving me one sheet of paper at a time, though, the tight-ass pricks. How am | meant to channel 
my energy in a positive way with that? Shit, Izzy, you know once | get started I'm like a fucking freight train, | 
just can't stop talking There's just so much to say, you know? But fuck it. figured one sheet of paper is 
better than no sheets of paper, so | bit the bullet and tried, for a day, to be a subservient little good boy. It 
nearly drove me crazy (well, crazier), but they gave me the fucking paper so | could write you, and | hope you 
fucking appreciate it. | don't know how this'll reach you, though. Shit. Do you have a fixed address in LA? 
Somehow | doubt it. Lucky bastard. | know I'd rather be homeless or crashing on floors than trapped in this 
fucking sardine can. More excitement that way, you know? It's just boring here. So goddamn boring 


What was | talking about? Oh, right, how to deliver these. Fuck it, you'll get them somehow. I'll think of 
something. Maybe | can get them to your mom, and she can give them to you if you come back or whatever. 
And I'm nearly out of paper now, which means | can stop being a dork and start pissing everyone off again, 
thank fuck! Just sitting here, not getting screamed at or acknowledged or anything..it feels weird | don't think | 
like it. When people let me be, when no one's being aggravating or looking at me funny, it's great - for about 
five seconds. Then it's just like, now what? What do | do with myself? | truly don't understand why people like 
being alone. It's scary. Doesn't it ever scare you, lzz? Don't you have these really screwy thoughts sometimes, 
and see things that you know in your mind aren't really there, but they just won't for the love of God go 
away? Doesn't it make you wanna crack your own skull open with a jackhammer and dig your fingers into the 


squidgy slickness of your brain and wrench it out from the roots just to make it all just fucking stop? 
Or is that just me? 


Fuck. | wish I'd talked more to you about this stuff. But you're not here, so let's move the hell on, because it's 


getting way too existential and it's making me nervous. 


You remember how | used to sing baritone in church? Apparently | can also do this really high, scratchy 
scream thing, and it sounds like a broken lawnmower or a cat orgy or some such shit. Boy, do they ever hate 
that! Well, fuck ‘em. If | can't get any sleep because the mattress smells like the school toilets on Taco 
Tuesday, then by God, neither will anyone else. They can just sit here and suffer through my screamo version 


of "Nobody Knows The Trouble I've Seen" Maybe, if things had been different, | could have been a pretty 


decent singer. 


Maybe | still can. 
Until next time, your friend with the shitty name, 


Bill Bailey 


The Second 


Author's Notes: 

A few of your questions are answered here. Some more questions come to light. Everything will be answered 
in due course, but in the meantime, have fun speculating! Your reviews for he first chapter really made the 
effort and frustration of writing this to the standard | envisioned worthwhile, so please keep ‘em coming! Thank 
you all 


I'll shut up now. On we go... 


October Tth, 1979 
Dear Izzy, 


How's the food in LA? | hope to Christ its better than the actual fermented shit they feed me in here. | 
found a maggot in my oatmeal this morning. A live one. And they had the fucking nerve to tell me to just fish 
it out and eat the rest. 


"Beggars can't be choosers," they said. 
Fuck that. I'd rather starve. 


l'm sitting here, on a bed that stretches the meaning of the word to its very limits, using the back of a 
drawer I've pulled out from the crappy old nightstand as a makeshift desk to write this on The wood feels a 
little uncomfortable on my lap, but hey, beggars can't be choosers, \zz. 


Jesus, I'm hungry. My stomach keeps growling, and Perry the Pigfucker keeps looking over and chortling, and all 
| can think about is your mom's butterscotch and pecan pie. Do you miss your mom? You guys had a pretty 
decent relationship. | liked her, too, even though | didn't always like the way she looked at me sometimes, with 
this sad little expression of pity and unease on her face. | hate it when people look at me like that. But its 
better than them not looking at all. They can use my picture as a fucking dartboard for all | care, as long as 


they don't ignore me and act like | don't exist. Like I'm nothing. | won't tolerate a fucking vacuum. | won't 


Being ignored is the worst, Izzy. Hatred hurts, sure, but you can get used to it. The real bitch is that flat, 
colourless wall of indifference that people put up sometimes, the one that distorts the way they see you, like 
its some kind of visual force field. You're not so much being looked at as looked through Do you know what 
that feels like? It makes you doubt your own existence. It makes your hands involuntarily flutter up and clutch 
at your clothes and your face just to make sure that you're real, even if the person in front of you acts like 


you aren't. 


Do you remember my mom? A neurotic, stuttering doormat of a woman. God, she was pathetic. But | 
discovered, recently, that there's an unexpected bit of fight buried somewhere under all that nervous apathy. 
Shame she couldn't dig it out on behalf of her son when he was getting the shit beaten out of him and the 
fear of God fucked into him, but them's the breaks. 


| remember one time, | think | was like ten or something. We were getting ready for church, and | didn't want 
to go because the pews were uncomfortable enough on a good day, let alone when my ass was still raw from 
Papa's medicine. So | threw a tantrum, and that tantrum ended up involving a Bible being thrown across the 
room, right at the good china plates. Down came the Reverend, fee-fi-fo-fum, and he saw the book and the 
broken dishes. No one spoke, certainly not Sharon, who just glared at me with a resigned look of see what 


you've gone and done now, you litte shit. Like it was my fucking fault. 


OK, fine, maybe it was my fault. But he could have at least done me the courtesy of asking, before he whipped 
out his belt. Then again, though, it's not like I've ever been given the benefit of the doubt before. l'm used to 
that. 


So anyway, | got beaten up yet again, in front of Amy and Stuart, in front of her, and he really got me good. 
He'd gotten a new buckle recently, one of those big shiny metal jobs with the chrome finish. My first reaction 
when | clapped eyes on the motherfucker was to wonder what it would look like in a couple of weeks. Would it 
retain the little flecks of rust when he made me bleed? How easily would it dent, if at all? Maybe it would 
break, like the last one. But | kind of doubted that would happen, because it looked pretty damn sturdy. | 
christened it the Incredible Hulk of belt buckles and welcomed it to the family, mentally preparing myself for 
the new level of pain | knew this thing would cause. And | was proven right, with every time his arm snapped 
down and the air hissed and Jesus, Izzy, did it hurt, so much more than I'd expected it to, more than | thought 
| could stand. There was a short moment between the blows when | managed to catch my mother's gaze, and | 


was dumb enough - desperate enough - to try and get through to her, kind of pleading with my eyes. 
Do something, Mama. Make it stop. 


| shouldn't have bothered. She turned her back on me, Izzy, literally turned her back and started collecting up 
the fucking smashed china while her husband beat me until | started hallucinating. | think | saw her flinch when 
the buckle made that thudding crack against my ribs. The ugliest fucking sound in the world. | never looked to 


her anymore, not after that. 


The entire endeavour was pointless in the end, because | went to church and sat on the goddam pews and 
listened to whatever bullshit was going on during that particular congregation. You know what the funny part 
is? | could barely even feel the pain in my ass. Hell, compared to my other newly acquired injuries, you could 


even say | was sittin’ pretty. The Lord really does work in mysterious fucking ways. 


That was the night you had to open the front door for me, because | couldn't climb into your room through 
the window like | usually did. Remember? You said the bruise on my side was the same colour as a medium- 


rare steak, and | couldn't laugh because it hurt too much. 


Childhood, right? It's a bitch. 


I've been thinking a lot, mainly because they put me in what | call ‘The Box' and there's not much else to do in 
there. | don't care, because pissing onto the corridor and watching Perry the Pigfucker slip and go flying was 
the most fun I've had in days. It was worth it. I'm not sure how long | was in there. Could have been a few 
hours, could have been a few days, see, because time kind of folds in on itself here and it gets hard to tell the 
days apart. 


Wait, where was |? 


I've been thinking about family, and how it's the stupidest fucking thing on this planet. A bunch of random 
people who think they somehow owe each other something because some of their ancestors fucked or 
whatever. Why? Whats the point? Especially mothers. Mothers are supposed to love their kids more than 
anything, right? 


Except when they don't. 


She never even gave me a chance. Sharon had something against me even before | became a problem child 
before the tantrums and the truancy and the hassles with the law. When | was little, a toddler, she never 
showed me any affection. | would look at the other kids getting dropped off at daycare and wonder why my 
mommy never fussed over me the way theirs did, why she never ruffled my hair or blew raspberries on my 
cheek or told me she loved me. 


| know there's a lot of other things wrong with me and my life in general. | cant honestly say that Sharon and 
her shit was the sole cause of me doing the Bad Thing. But I'd be lying if | said it wasn't.how do | put this? A 
contributing factor. | dont want to be upset because she clearly didn't give a rat's sweet ass about me, but | 


can't fucking help it. That cold-blooded, sad little cunt. 


She deserved it. That look on her face, afterwards.. that's the fondest fucking memory I'll ever have, like ever. 
Better than the first time we smoked crack, better than the first time Lainey blew us behind the bike sheds, 
better than anything I'll ever experience again. The way her eyes crackled with pure, concentrated terror when 


she looked at me. It was the biggest power trip you could comprehend. Christ, Izzy. It practically turned me on. 


There had been some lemonade in the fridge, and | just sat there drinking it while she tore her hair out in 
front of me, thrashing around on the floor, yelling incoherently. | didn't clean up properly afterwards, and | 
remember the wet red handprint on the glass, how it glistened against the cloudy yellow of the drink. Blood and 
lemonade. Red and yellow, like McDonald's. The thought made me chuckle, and even in those moments when | 
thought she wasn't capable of feeling anything anymore, Sharon's head jerked up and she whimpered a little at 
my laughter. There was blood on her clothes, on her hands, on her face, the faint red smears broken apart by 
the tear tracks that snaked down her cheeks. She looked a real mess. 


| bet | didn't look too hot either, though. 


"Why, Sharon?" | asked. 


Her eyes dragged themselves up and | could see the effort it took for her to look at my face. That was real 
exertion right there. Looking upon her son's face was a burden to this woman, and that pretty much 


encapsulates how she's felt about me since day one. A burden. An inconvenience. A fucking accident 
"Why did you never protect me?" 


She just shook her head with the little strength she had left, her hair whipping against her cheeks. She was 
shaking, convulsing. But she never answered my question. The last thing my mother ever said to me was that 


hysterical outburst of disbelief, when she first walked into the living room and saw what I'd been up to. 


"What have you done, William?" she screamed. | still hear that scream sometimes, in my dreams. Her eyes 
were so wide | could see the whites all around her pupils, her lips split in the corners. | remember staring in 
fascination at the droplets of blood that shone there, like tiny ripe cranberries. But then her hands came up 


and dragged themselves down her cheeks, obscuring my view. 
"Oh, God help me, William, what have you done?" 


What a stupid fucking question Why do people say that? What have you done. Like, it's obvious what I've done. 


You can see what I've done. What, you want a running commentary, too? 


You know what the worst part is? She actually testified against me. What kind of soulless fucking harpy does 
that, bearing witness against her seventeen-year-old son in a court of fucking law? | just sat there next to 
my lawyer, watching as she wrung her hands on the witness stand, her eyes watery but sharp, her voice 
clear. And when she looked at me, there was real hatred in her eyes. Bone-deep, visceral hatred, mixed with a 


good load of fear, and revulsion. 


| mean, it's not like | didn’t already know. Kids can sense these things, Izz, when someone just doesn't like them. 
There's this special kind of vibe, this aura that just stinks, fucking reeks, like burnt Brussels sprouts on 
Christmas, of antipathy and rejection. It wasn't a surprise to me, it really wasn't. But she'd just never been 


that open about it before. 

| decided to fuck with her. 

"Mama, just killed a man," | sang quietly, loud enough for her to hear but not loud enough to disturb the 
proceedings. | carried on singing the song, under my breath, swaying a little, as she tried to carry on about 


how I'd always had a violent streak. 


"You've all seen how he gets sometimes..they say it's mood swings, but the things he does, its downright sick 


"Mamaaaaaa, ooooohh...” 


"and there's just no stopping him, he's capable of anything in those moments, he terrifies me - " 


"Scaramouche, Scaramouche, will you do the Fandango? Thunderbolt and lightning, very, very frightening me! 


Galileo, Galileo, Galileo, Galileo." 


| stared at her as | sang, smiling wildly, my voice getting scratchier and louder until she stopped talking and my 
lawyer was kicking me under the table and the judge was pounding his hammer and | didn't give a fuck - 


"No, we will not let you go - Let me go! Noooo, we will not let you go - LET ME 600000!" 


| could hear the dumb assholes behind me murmuring to each other in low, panicked voices. Focusing on Sharon, 


| soldiered on. 


"Oh, mama mia, mama mia, mama mia, let me go, 


Beelzebub has a devil put inside of meeeeeeee!" 


| screamed that last part, spittle flying from my lips, changing the lyrics slightly to suit the situation, 
screaming it right at her as they held me back because | was standing, lunging - 


And Izzy, she crossed herself. She fucking crossed herself. Like | was a demon, or Lucifer himself. In fact, they 
all probably thought that, from the way they goggled at me. All they could hear was this criminal psycho 
spewing nonsensical, Satanic bullcrap, taunting his poor mother. They wouldn't recognise a Queen song if it 
dressed in drag and did the flamenco. I'm pretty sure that if anyone had any doubts about me being possessed 
by some sort of unholy, otherworldly entity, this little performance cast it right away. 


| kind of like that, though. I've always thought Lucifer was kind of a badass. The angel who rebelled against God. 
You don't get much more badass than that. Even though he knew he could never win, that waging his futile 
war against the righteous would ultimately end in his demise, he didn't give one single ounce of a fuck. | guess | 


do have some things in common with the devil. If the shoe fucking fits, right? 


Christ, it gets cold in here. I've perfected this method of bunching my hair up around my face and burying my 
nose in the strands, and it keeps my face warm, but the rest of me is still freezing. The blankets aren't up to 
much, all scratchy and thin and shit. | miss my fucking bed. Wherever it is that you're sleeping, | bet it's more 
comfortable than this. | hope it is, anyway. You weren't like me, you couldn't just fall asleep on floors and shit 
when you felt tired, you had to have your bed and your pillow plumped just right. How's that going for you in 
the mean streets of Hollywood, huh? You little pampered mama's boy. God, you hated it when | called you that. 


C'mon, we both know | was screwing around. You're about as much of a mama's boy as..well, as | am, | suppose. 
On second thoughts, maybe you're not quite on my level yet. 


Hey, | never fully explained what actually happened, did |? And now I'm out of paper again, goddammit. | guess | 


do go off on some long-ass rants, huh? It's just that there's no one to talk to here, and | miss you, man. | 


really do. 
Until next time, your friend, the devil/Freddie Mercury tribute act, 


Bill Bailey 


The Third 


Author's Notes: 
So this was the chapter that | was most worried about in terms of violating site rules. Anyhow, I'll post it and 
hide behind an overturned table. Please let me know what you think! I'm loving the comments, I'm so bloody 


grateful to you all W 


October lOth, 1979 
Dear Izzy, 
If | tell you something, will you promise not to laugh? 


| really miss my goddamn hairbrush. The scraggly, rat-pubes, let's-put-Crisco-out-of-business hairdo may be 
your thing, but it sure as shit ain't mine. I've tried brushing it out with my fingers, but that got old after like 
three minutes, and there are knots in there that are hard to untangle and it really gets on my fucking nerves, 
and Perry the Pigfucker has a field day yelling out to the other assholes to come watch, the httle psycho's 


Tearing his hair out again. 


I've decided to leave it alone, before | turn myself bald Maybe if | fluff it up in the right way, it'll look like it's 


been teased up on purpose. | could always use Perry the Pigfucker as a mirror. 
Hey, Per, should Í wear my hair up or down? 


You know why else | want my hairbrush? You're definitely gonna snort when you read this, but brushing my 
hair was always kind of..| don't know, | guess you could say it was therapeutic. And it gave my hands 
something to do besides destroying shit and getting me in trouble. 


Stop fucking laughing, OK? | know you're laughing. It is therapeutic, | swear. Otherwise | wouldn't do it. You 
should try it sometime, maybe even go crazy and use this wondrous invention called shampoo while you're at 
it. 

Real therapy, though, like with shrinks and stuff, it's kind of a lonely thing, isn't it? Hiring some second-rate 
quack to listen to you bitch and moan because nobody else in your life gives half a winged fuck about your 
troubles. | don't get how people can just open up to a total goddamn stranger like that. Even if | had the 
money, I'd never do therapy. | couldn't. God, how would that conversation go? 


‘So, Wiliam, in your own words, can you fell us why you killed your steptather?" 


Sounds more like an interrogation than a therapy session, to be honest. A rice, polite, judgement-free 


interrogation, too, not like how mine went at all. 


| don't even think I'd be able to say all this stuff to you if we were face to face. | guess writing these letters 
makes it easier. It would be nice if | had an address | could send them to, that way you could write back - 
maybe you could even come visit. But since your gypsy ass wants to roam the the City of Angels free and 
wild, l'Il have to swallow my pride and ask one of the screws to give ‘em to your mom, and hope that they get 
to you somehow, eventually. | want to give you some kind of explanation for - well, everything | guess. | owe 


you that much. 


| can't even remember the first time you let me crash on your floor, it was like five or six years ago, and it 
ended up becoming a habit. | don't think you knew the worst of it, not then, but you knew enough, and you kept 
trying to get me to falk about it. You just didn't understand why | kept it bottled up inside. 


Well, I'll tell you. 


Imagine all the thoughts and memories of what went on under the Bailey roof as being locked away in an 
airtight box. Now, picture that box as being stowed away in a dark, silent basement in some indeterminate 
corner of the universe. A different universe to this one, obviously, because madness has this unsettling habit 


of carving its own reality. 


And because | live in a demented funhouse where | get to add new shit to this box every fucking day, | have 
to make the godforsaken journey back to that basement in the middle of nowhere way more often than I'd like 
to. | have to squint my eyes and stretch my arms out in the pitch blackness, shuddering every time my 
fingertips slip wetly over something slimy and lukewarm, gagging on the pulpy ball of acidic vomit pulsating in 
the back of my throat. There's a screaming silence that's stretched itself so completely, so tightly, over this 
godawful fuckplace that l'm positive itll shatter into a million pieces any second and shatter me right along 


with it. 

When | do eventually find the box after a few lifetimes, | heave it open, throw in the shit | need to get rid of, 
slam it closed, and then hightail it the fuck out of there because if | stay for too long, that box will swallow 
me up and | won't be able to ever come out. | hate going there, Izzy. | really fucking hate it. So when you keep 
trying to get me to go voluntarily, to drag the box out and dig through it like it's some kind of treasure chest.. 
Do you kind of understand now, at least a little bit, why | was always prickly when you asked? 

"Leave it, Izzy." 

"Bill, you're bleeding - " 


"No shit? | knew it wasn't fuckin’ ketchup!" 


"Look, maybe if you tell me | can help. Maybe itll make you feel better. He can't just keep getting away with 
this shit, it's not right - " 


"Goddammit, will you shut the fuck up? | don't wanna talk about it! What are you, a fuckin’ shrink or 
something? Just fuck of fl" 


| could still feel you staring at me from your bed, wanting to say more. | waited, and eventually | heard your 


mattress creak as you lay back down, and then the guilt set in, too late, as always. 
"Look, Izz.." | turned to face you, but you had your back to me. 


"If | ever do feel like talking about it, you're the only one I'd tell. There's no one else that I'd." | swallowed. "I 
promise I'll tell you everything, one day, if you still want to know. Just.not right now. | can’t Not now." 


You didn't reply, and | was worried that you hadn't heard. | crawled over to your bed and peered down at you, 


checking to see you were still awake, and you opened your eyes and glared at me. 
"What the fuck, Bill?" 

"Did you hear me?” 

"Yes, | fuckin’ heard you!" 

"Well, why didn't you say something? 


"What the fuck was | meant to say?" You pushed yourself up on one elbow, scratching your chest, and 
squinted at me. | floundered. 


"Like, just let me know you heard You didn't need to fuckin’ ignore me." 


You blew a sigh through your cheeks. "Look. l'm sorry, all right? Just go to fuckin’ sleep, for the love of Christ 


on a stick" 


You gave me another one of your pillows and shot me a look that managed to be both gentle and exasperated, 
at the same time. | felt nothing but unbridled love for you at that moment. You accepted me, in all my 
damaged, messy, fucked-up glory. | knew you didn't understand me, not then, but that was OK. That would be 
asking too much of you. | just needed to be comforted, not understood. 


To be honest, | barely even understand myself. Honestly, Izzy, sometimes | do something and later when | think 
about it | can't for the goddamn life of me figure out why. It's like | have this self-destructive streak that 
won't let up. Is self-destruction a symptom of psychosis? If it is, it would explain a lot. But it doesn't explain 
everything. For one thing, I'm not fucking delusional, OK? I'll admit that | hallucinate; | see things that | know 
aren't real. Oh, they still scare the shit out of me, but | know they aren't real. Most of the time, anyway. | 
think. But the delusional thing is plain bullshit. It's not my fucking imagination that gave me bruises up and down 


my body and a collection of lovely little memories over the years that still give me nightmares. 


But no, Bill's been bewitched, he's having a psychotic episode, he's just a bad egg All these quaint little theories 
they've concocted to try and explain my behaviour, and not one of them contains the truth, because if that 
shit were to come out, why, the very fabric of the moral upstanding society that is Crapayette would dissipate 
and the Second Coming would be upon us. 


| guess I've stalled enough now, huh? | should probably get ready to open that box again. Oh, God. 


Shit, Izzy, | really don't know how to do this. Maybe if | turn it into a story, like write it from the third person, 
| can pretend like it's not real, that it happened to someone else. A creative writing exercise, like the ones we 
used to do in English, where | wrote about serial killers and cannibals and you wrote about vampires and 
demons and Mr Taylor would tear his hair out and yell that he'd asked for a Shakespearian monologue, you two 
hitte Stephen King-obsessed maniacs. 


Yeah, that sounds doable. OK, here goes. 


Once upon a crappy yesteryear, in a town where bad things got hidden briskly away in boxes and shoved into the 
back of beyond, there lived a sad, weird httle kid called Bil. Hs Papa - and everyone, really - made him think that 
there was something wrong with him. Papa was a good and righteous man, and he took it upon himself fo help Bill 
get better. Some nights - not every night, but some nights - he would come into Bills room, when everyone was 
sleeping, and give him his special medicine. There were different types of medicine, some that went in his mouth, 
some that went in his butt The one that went in his mouth often made him choke and cough, but Papa wanted 
him to swallow it all, and he did, because he wanted fo prove that he was a good boy. I tasted bitter and salty 
and wrong on his six-year-old tongue, and he could feel it in his stomach afterwards, sloshing thickly around in his 
belly with Mama's pork chops and beans. At least it didnt hurt, though. Not lke the other one. The other one 
burned, like rough sandpaper and acidic vinegar and it made hm feel dirty in a way he didnt quite know how to 
describe. 


Hs butt would always be bloody afterwards, and he couldn't poop for days. He developed this nasty litte habit of 
checking the toilet paper after he wiped, to see if there was blood mixed with the poop. He asked Papa about it 
Papa sat him down and told hm that sometimes medicines had nasty side effects and this was just one of them, 
and that it was OK 


"Think of it was red water, Bill It won't be so scary anymore if you fell yourself it's just red water." 

Red water. He could live with that 

Mama never asked him why he limped sometimes, or why he brought a cushion to put on his chair before he sat 
at the dining table, but that was tine because it was his and Papa's little secret. Mama didnt need to know. No one 


did. 


The truth was, Bill felt special, in a weird kind of way. He never saw his brother and sister limping, and he never 
heard Papa going into their rooms at night. Bill reasoned that more of Papa's time belonged to him, so him and Papa 


had a special relationship, something the others didn't have. And maybe, just maybe, this meant that Papa liked him 


more. This made Bill feel real swell, because he loved Papa a lot. 


Of course, he was also scared of Papa. Bill could be very bad sometimes, breaking things and not paying enough 
attention during bible study and fighting with other kids. This made Papa angry, and when Papa got angry, he would 
beat Bill and give him bruises that were all kinds of colours, purple and green and yellow and red, and Bill couldn't 
stand those colours. He never understood why the neighbourhood kids liked fo draw and colour things in. E made him 
mad when they tried to make him colour things in school 


Yeah, Bill was very scared of Papa But he was more scared of being alone. Because if Papa didnt come to him at 
night, Bill was atraid that people would forget about him. He had nightmares sometimes where he was invisible and 
no matter how loud he screamed people didn't hear him and just looked right through him, like he was a ghost 
When Bill was really especially naughty, Papa - instead of getting angry and hitting hm - would threaten to stop 
giving Bill his medicine. Bill hated it when he did that. What would happen to him without Papa's medicine? F he was 
already this bad even with Papa's help, what would become of him without it? Would he die? Would the demons 


take over him? Would scary government people come and take him away and do experiments on him? 


"Who knows?" Papa sounded grave, sad Disappointed. "They might do that. If they get to you in time before the 
others do, and by then itl be too late." 


The others. The demons, the ones Papa told him bedtime stories about, the ones with no eyes and grinning scarlet 
mouths and teeth that dripped with bloody saliva - 


"No!" Bill whispered, terrified, gawping at Papa "You wont let them get me, will you, Papa?" 
But Papa just sat there, shaking his head slightly, and he would get up, ready to leave him alone. 


‘Please, no!" Bill blurted, jumping from his bed "Please dont go! Please, Papa, don't let them get me - one more 
chance, just one, | promise Ill be good - " 


He threw his arms around Papa's legs and begged "Please, Papa, please, dont.” 
Papa looked down at him, and his face was like stone. 


"Please dont what?" 


"Please don't leave me alone." Bill would openly be crying by now, even though Papa got mad when he cried, the 
tears dripping off his jaw and onto his Bugs Bunny pyjamas. 


"Well, what do you want me to do, Bill?" 


"Help me." Bill could barely get the words out. He mouthed them up at Papa, who was just a watery blur. 


"How?" 


Bill would sniff and wipe his eyes with the shredded remains of his sleeve. "6-give me my medicine, please," he'd 


whisper. 


And Papa would pause, but then he'd sigh and sit back down, and then he would give Bill his medicine, and Bill made 
sure fo say thank you afterwards because Papa didn’t raise an impolite son And sometimes, when it was the kind 
of medicine Bill had fo swallow, he would think of the other butt-medlicine and be thankful. When it actually was 
the butt-medicine, though, Bill tried and tried fo stop himself from crying, but he never succeeded It just hurt too 
much. Papa would either grab his neck and bury his face into the pillow or clamp his big hands over Bill's mouth Bill 
kind of preferred the pillow because he couldn't annoy Papa by screaming if he was biting down on something. He'd 
bitten Papa's hand once, he couldn't help it, and the gross taste of coppery blood weeping from under the torn skin 


still made him shudder sometimes. 


‘ff we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness." 


Papa's voice rolled over Bills ears, when it was over. "Where is that from, Bill?" 


Bill squeezed his eyes closed, and he knew his pillow was soaked with tears, but he hid his face in it anyway because 
he didn’t want Papa fo see him being a baby. "John I9, Papa" 


He could feel Papa nodding in the dark, and then Bill knew it was time to make confession 
Forgive me, father, for | have sinned. 


Papa would listen, nodding approvingly, as Bill choked out how he'd incited the lust of another. How he had illicit 
sexual relations, and most importantly, that he had liked it That he'd wanted it. He wasn't allowed to miss that 
part out. He'd said those words so many times in his short life that he was sure he said it in his sleep, sometimes, 
even though he barely understood what it all meant, and he didn’t understand why he had fo confess if he was 
only taking his medicine, just like Papa told him to. Besides, he didn’t feel absolved He never felt really clean after 


confession, not the way he knows youre supposed to. He could never understand why. 


Papa would look at Bill, his grey eyes mild and forgiving, and stroke Bills fears away and absolve him of his sins, and 
fell him to close his eyes and go to sleep. Bill was still usually quite jittery at this point and he would just stare up 
at Papa, and he'd want fo close his eyes, but he just couldnt. Papa would then reach forward and gently push Bill's 
eyelids down, his fingers warm and kind of sticky, and Bill would keep them closed 


"Good boy. : 


Papa sounded content. He didnt sound angry anymore, or disappointed Bill would hear his footsteps leaving the 
room and the sound of the door closing Hed wail, maybe five minutes, before flying into the corridor and brushing 
his teeth, washing his face and hands, sometimes his hair if Papa got some medicine in there as well, and wiping his 


butt with tissues hed wet from the sink. All with the lights off, because he couldn't risk waking the others, then it 


wouldn't be their little secret anymore - 


Fuck. | can't do this. 


The Fourth 


Author's Notes: 

Phew. Chapter 4 at last, ready to be churned out for public appraisal. | was delighted and immensely relieved 
with how you guys reacted to the last chapter, you're all soldiers and | salute you. | noticed a couple of new 
commenters since | last updated this-welcome aboard, you lovely people, and | hope | continue hearing from 
youl And to anyone who's reading this and not commenting: come on out and join the family, my friends, it 
would really make my life to hear from you! Finally, to the champions who've been here since chapter one: you 


guys rock, and | love you. I'll shut up now. 


October 12th, 1119 
Dear Izzy 
| guess | kind of flaked out on you with that last letter, huh? 


Sorry about that. | really did try to get everything out properly, and | think succeeded - for the most part, 
anyway. | hope it's a little clearer to you now. Maybe | went a little deeper than you'd expected me to, but if 
you're sitting there reading this with that ‘sorry-l-asked' grimace you get sometimes, well, fough You wanted 
to know, and I'm not about to smear the facts with sugar and put ‘em through a goddamn filter to protect 
your delicate fucking psyche. 


lzz? | didn't mean to sound like an asshole. But you get it, right? | said Id be fully honest, and | meant it. | need 
you to know about this shit. | need someone to know, someone besides me. And even if you don't get these - 
hypothetically speaking, | mean - | guess maybe it's still helpful to write everything down. Maybe itll help get 
it all out of my system, and my head won't feel like it's stuffed with hot shards of glass that scrape the back 
of my eyeballs. 


So, lets pick up where | left off. Basically, you get the fucking idea that childhood wasn't exactly Little House on 
the fucking Prairie. It taught me that life isn't a fairytale, and that bad things happen to good people, and a 

bunch of other failed-athlete-turned-underpaid-gym-coach clichés that | can't be bothered to write. | stopped 
believing in magic years and years and years ago, the Easter Bunny and the Santa Claus and all that shit. But | 


still believed in monsters. And | learned that the scariest monsters are the ones that look like humans. 


The first time | refused, he didn't think | was for real. | actually tried to be civil about it, tried to turn him 
down politely, like | was some fucking college chick and he was a lecherous professor, but Izzy, he wouldn't 
listen 


So | started screaming and convulsing and frothing at the mouth, shaking my head so hard | felt my brain 
quake, locking my fingers into crooked talons and slashing at his face, my face, the empty goddamn air - | just 


completely lost it. It did start out as an act, playing crazy to freak him out and get him to leave me alone, but 
then | kind of freaked myself out too. | don't remember much about what happened in my room that night, but 
| do remember the resounding crack the door made as it spun on its hinges and slammed against the wall. | 
remember tearing down the streets in my thin T-shirt and shorts, my heels juddering painfully every time my 
bare feet slammed against the rough concrete sidewalk, running so hard that | choked on my own breath and 
nearly had a seizure right there under the faded orange of the street lamp, at like three in the fucking 


morning, a lone cricket purring in the background while | tried to cling to life, or sanity, or both. 


You wanna know where | used to go, when I'd disappear for a day or two? | would go out to the cornfields, the 
parts further down from the river, way out back where | know there's no people. Just long, long stretches of 
brown and green stalks that tower above my head, swaying gently when the wind blows, empty pasturelands 
that go on forever. | call them the Scream Fields. 


| ran over to the Scream Fields for the first time that night, and thirteen years of anguish slashed their way 
up through my insides and exploded from my throat. 


Hey, look at me, being all descriptive and literary and shit. Mr Taylor can eat it. And, for the record, so can 
Shakespeare. | hate all that pretentious thee-thou-prithee bullshit. It sounds too much like the Bible. 


Anyway, back to the Scream Fields. | suppose you could describe that particular moment in time as the turning 
point in my journey of personal growth. | never went home that night, | slept out there on the fields, and it 


was then that | realised I'd had enough. | just remember thinking no more. No fucking more. Im done. 


Done with the Reverend, done with being stigmatised, done with trying to conform to their idea of being good, 
done with - God, just everything 


Do you know what it feels like to not trust your emotional perceptions? How frustrating it is to constantly 


monitor the shit you do, in case it isn't normal? Because you're not normal? It's tiring, Izzy. It wears you down. 


Eventually, you find yourself in a situation where, like, you just don't care anymore. No one ever looked after 
my best interests, so why the fuck am | here going out of my way to be a model fucking citizen? | owe them 
nothing They can all go take a flying winged fuck at the moon. 


So, | missed curfew. Instead of getting baited into fights, | started them. | talked back, didn't cut my hair, got 
drunk, high, stoned, sucked, fucked, you name it, | found a way to do it, right there in the moral upstanding 
civilisation of Lafayette. | guess | made it easy for everyone to just box me off as a hedonistic asshole who 
occasionally got possessed by demons, and demons have no place in church. Remember how we got ourselves 
banned? We were shit-faced beyond all meaning from that bottle of Patron | stole, and you had the bright idea 
of climbing to the church roof and pissing on the steeple. I've forgotten a lot of things, Izzy, but the image of 
you draining your snake on God's roof will stay with me until the day | die. | don't think I've ever laughed so 


hard in my life. 


Do you remember that? The cops got us, but it was more than worth it. 


Getting arrested was a pain in the ass, but compared to the pain in the ass waiting for me at home, it was 
Christmas, Easter, and fucking Thanksgiving rolled into one. Staying overnight in prison cells got me out of that 
house, away from him, and that was all | cared about. The characters | met in the cells learned pretty fast 


that | was not to be fucked with, thanks to the switchblade l'd taken to carrying in my boot at all times. 


| did pretty much anything | could to avoid going home, and the arrests were just one part of it. | didn’t care 
where | was - your house, a chick's house, the Scream Fields, the fucking sidewalk - as long as | was away 


from the Bailey household, and the Reverend could receive my message loud and clear. 
Im not putting up with it anymore. 


| often wonder how he reconciled the two sides of himself. | mean, seriously, what kind of Jekyll and Hyde shit 
was it to preach God's message by day and sodomise children by night? What the fuck was his deal? How 
could he sleep at night, doing the shit he - 


Time to change the subject, because exploring the Reverend's psyche ain't a rabbit-hole | wanna go down 


Did you know that a common trajectory for kids who've been through trauma is self-harm? | read it in some 
trashy pseudo-psychological piece of pulp | picked up once, when | was bored of tearing around town 
Personally, | don't see the appeal. Self harm is stupid It's so, like, passive. So..you know, reactionary. |'d rather be 
actionary, if that makes sense. Like, if I'm gonna hurt myself, | want it to happen while I'm doing exciting shit, 
like fighting, jumping off things, driving stolen cars too fast. Not slumped on the bathroom floor, hacking at my 
wrist with a blunt razor like some unimaginative loser while everyone thinks I'm in there jerking off. 


| tried masturbating once, when | was eleven, just to see what all the fuss was about. Forty frantic seconds of 
waxin' the Jackson later, | came out of the blissful post-nutting coma and saw the viscous white liquid forming 
a stringy net between my fingers, and felt it sliding thickly down my skin, and suddenly | was a scared little kid 
all over again, trying to wash off Papa's medicine, trying to get the taste of raw mushrooms and salty milk 
out of my mouth. | shot up, crashed gracelessly into the bathroom, peeled off my clothes and scrubbed until 
my skin was raw, and then | scrubbed harder to just to be on the safe side. | brushed the enamel from my 
teeth, draining out nearly all the toothpaste from the little tube, the cool mint blistering the back of my 


throat, and stared at my reflection 


| wouldn't be diagnosed with psychosis for another few years, but | think that particular afternoon was when | 
realised that I'm..ugh, how to put this. Dancing fo quite a different drumbeat. Yeah, that sums it up quite nicely. 


Thing is, Izzy, | think that the thing in the mirror was me; it stands to reason, science, logic, all that other 
real-world common sense shit. But he just felt..different, somehow. New. Like | was meeting a whole other 


person for the first time, you know? 


No? Probably not. Youre not crazy, after all 


| leaned closer to the mirror and stared, and the thing stared back at me, its eyes the same shade of green 
as mine, but somehow also managing to look red Red, and wild. Like there were jumping beans or something 


caught in its pupils. It bared its teeth at me, and | grinned back. 


"Well, hiya there, kiddo," | whispered, leaning even closer and putting one hand on the glass. "Where have you 
been hiding?" 


Somewhere in the far distance of my mind, | could hear this shrill voice rippling with laughter. It sounded real 


far away at first, but it was slowly starting to get a little louder, a little clearer. 
A little closer. 


„oooh, Billy-boy, we might have a leeeetle bit of an eensy-weensy problem with the machinery upstairs. Cant quite 
figure it ouuuut, might need to call back-up, order some specialist equipment, see if we cant fix this here boo-boo 


on your brain - 

The thing in the mirror raised an eyebrow, and its devilish grin widened, and the eyes sparked. They didn't 
sparkle, they sparked Like lightning, or a broken fuse, or that split-second white blaze you get when you first 
light a match. 


The rational part of my consciousness interjected with a bit of inductive reasoning in a brave, if slightly 


unsuccessful, attempt to normalise the situation. 

This mirror-creature is insane. 

This mirror-creature is me. 

Therefore, | am insane. 

The singing in my head whooped, reaching a fever pitch, delighted that I'd finally caught on. 


lm craaay-zeee! Oh boy, | am a screwball! Whooooo-hooo! Im cray-zay, hey-hey, Im fuckin’ daffy, loco, nuts, holy 


The thing in the mirror shrieked, and | realised it was laughing. Then | realised / was laughing. Well, so what? It 
was pretty funny. It's like, Jesus, it took me all this time to figure it out, and the whole time the truth - me 
being crazy, that is - was literally staring me in the face the whole time. It was so obvious, you know? It's kind 
of like that time when Lennie Martin thought he'd lost his glasses, and was looking all over for ‘em, crying that 
his mom would kick his ass, and then he realised he'd been wearing the damn things on his dumbass face all 


along. 


Izz? Am | losing you? 


Oh, shit. l'm re-reading what | just wrote and | sound like a complete nutcase. I've lost you, haven't |? I'm not 
your friend Bill anymore, l'm now a frothy-mouthed weirdo who talks to his reflection and hears voices in his 


head and laughs at nothing and you're probably thinking holy fuck, | hung out with that? 


You know what? Fuck you. Think whatever the fuck you wanna think. You'd be right, too, because | am a weirdo 
who talks to his reflection and hears voices and | was scared, Izzy, | was scared shifless, | knew that this 
wasn't normal, that | wasn't OK, that | may not have been frothing at the mouth but | was pretty goddamn 
far from OK. But what could | do? Christ, Izzy, what the fuck could | do? What, tell the Reverend? Tell Sharon? 


Sharon wouldn't let Amy or Stuart testify. She didn't even let them into the courtroom. She took the stand and 
told them how | just sat there coolly, smiling and laughing as she flapped around panicking and shit. 


| took the stand, and told them how he raped me, how he beat me. | still had the fucking bruises and | wasn't 
hiding them, but no one was concerned about my side of the story. This wasn't a child abuse case, this was a 
murder case, and dammit they would keep it that way, a nice clean-cut straightforward formality trial where 
the jury finds me guilty and everyone can go home and mourn the loss of Reverend Bailey, and how they'll 
never find someone to lead communion and teach Sunday school quite the same way he did. 


And me? | was the local delinquent, the long-haired freak who made up lies and got drunk in public and killed 
people. They didn't care what | had to say, not a single person in that goddamn fucking courtroom. My lawyer, 
the hired-hand defence attorney who tried to plead insanity on my behalf, even he gave up on me after | took 
the stand. 


"and if | had the chance, | would do it again, except this time I'd get a fucking machete and a knuckleduster 
and really go to town on his ass. | didn't do it because l'm mentally fucking deficient, | did it because he's a 
piece of shit pedophile rapist cunt, and he deserved it. " 


| could hear their scandalised stage whispers as | went to sit back down afterwards. 
"Liar" 

"Heathen" 

"What else would you expect from a bastard?" 


They weren't even saying it as an insult, they were just stating a fact. They wouldn't just curse for the hell - 
sorry, heck - of it, not in these good Christian suburbs. And | suppose | am a bastard, in the technical sense. 
An unplanned baby born out of wedlock. That's all a bastard is. | bet in a few years' time everyone will be a 
bastard, and they'll have to think up a new word to call people they don't like. But here in Indiana, in the tight- 
knit world of fucking Pentecostal-Jesus-land, bastard will always be the worse thing you can be, the top dog in 
the hierarchy of degeneracy. Tight-knit is great, as long as you're part of the knit. As a bastard, you're all the 
way across town from the knit. You're like a whole separate ball of yarn. You might as well be a deformed 
baby with a vestigial tail or a shrunken head or something, marked out from the beginning. You don't stand a 


chance. You're a pariah. 

What a great word. Pariah | confused it with messiah once, when | was giving one of those preachy religious 
bullshit presentations the Reverend forced us to do. | meant to call Jesus a messiah, and it came out pariah If 
you really think about it, | guess he was both. Hell, | guess he was also a bastard. He was technically born out 
of wedlock, wasn't he? It wasn't like Mary was married to God. 

Holy shit. If the Reverend could read this he would skin me alive. Maybe | should cross it out. 

Fuck it, why should I? Fuck him. He's dead. He can't hurt me anymore. Right? | killed him. 


Christ, Izzy. | killed him. 


The Fifth 


Author's Notes: 
This was one of my favourite chapters to write, another one with an important memory resurfacing. | think 


itll be pretty interesting to read, too. Well, | hope so, anyway. Lookin forward to seeing your reactions! 


October I4th, 1979 
Dear Izzy, 


You've been in LA. for nearly a month now. | wish | could know what you're up to. Whatever it is, | bet it's a 
hell of a lot more fun than what I've been doing - which, if you're interested, is absolutely fuck-all. Nada. Zip. 
Wanna know the most interesting thing that happened since | last wrote to you? Well, basically, this little 
mouse found its way into my cell, and it was actually kind of cute, so | was happy to watch it scurry about 
being goofy and nibbling the mattress and shit. But then the bastard started trying to eat your letters, so | 
stomped it to death with my cowboy boots, and that was that. 


You know what sucks? The system. | promise I'm not just saying that in a punk-rock flowers-in-my-hair 
rebel-without-a-cause kinda way, just hear me out for a sec. If you really think about it, we've been taught 
to support our own oppression since day fucking one. Like, you're a victim? Tough shit. You better goddamn 
well sfay a victim and don't fuck with the system or the system will fuck you, and itll fuck you hard, and 
you'll end up picking mouse entrails off the soles of your shoes with what's left of your fingernails because 


sharp objects are not a luxury you're allowed. 
I'm bullshitting again. Sorry. You want to know how it happened, don't you? You morbid motherfucker. 


Well, | suppose this'll be easier than the last little flashback we had, although digging through this particular 
section of that box in the basement isn't exactly a picnic either. It's not really scary, though, it's more.. 
disturbing. You know? | used to think those words meant the same thing, really, but I've since learned that being 
disturbed has this bonus sensation thats missing when you're just scared, where you feel your mind kind of 
giving up and slipping away, waving a white hanky and smiling sadly as it threatens to topple over into some 
dark abyss where all the king's horses and all the king's men could never put it back together again - 


OK, enough. Let's get this over with. Maybe | can try doing this one from the first person, see how it goes, in 
the name of progress and baby steps and all that shit. 


Amy and Stuart were still in school. | came home early because | got fucking suspended for fighting with this 
sonofabitch Michael, remember him? The one whose parents taught at the university, and lived in that 
redbrick house with the fancy patio and that disgusting little dog. He just had it out for me that day, probably 


because | was dressed up in my sleeveless black Zeppelin shirt and those tight leather pants, complete with 


cords and bracelets on my wrists and crosses hanging from my neck | figured if people are gonna stare at 
me, | might as well give them a show. But this asshole seemed to take my outfit as a personal insult. He 
started talking all this shit, gesturing with his fingers, and the whole time he had this leer that made me want 
to take a fucking shower. 


"You like takin’ it up the ass, you fuckin! nancy-girl mattress muncher? he crooned. 


Ill tell you something for free, Izzy. Those clunky microscopes in biology labs sure as fuck don't take kindly to 
being picked up and smashed against someone's face. Next thing | knew, there was broken glass and plastic 
poking out of my hands and Michael was screaming bloody murder and | was being bundled towards the 
principal's office while the entire school looked on like it was Super Bowl fucking Sunday. 


| wasn't going to sit and wait for them to tell me | was suspended, or that they were calling the cops, or 
whatever the fuck they planned on doing. | escaped, | dropped in on the Scream Fields to let off some steam, 


and then | went home. 


| was expecting the house to be empty, but he was in there, in his study room. He came out, took one look at 
my bloody hands and torn shirt - | guess some teacher had ripped it when they were dragging me off of 
Michael - and just shook his head. 


“Another fight, William?" he said tiredly. 

Shrugging, | wiped my nose with the back of my hand, flinching a little as | scraped against one of the cuts. My 
hands really looked like shit, Iz, I've still got the scars from that day, and sometimes | can even feel that..you 
know, that sticky itch you get when your skin's all bloody, like it was that day. There were these thick, angry 
smears of congealed red-black running onto my knuckles and between the creases of my palms, and although 
they looked about as tasty as crap on a cracker, | had a sudden wild urge to lick them. 


"Look at me when I'm talking to you." 


| did. He cocked his head and examined me, his grey eyes burning. | stared back, my fingers absently tracing 
the hint of exposed skin on my stomach where my shirt had ripped. His jaw tightened. 


"Do you have to dress like that?" 

"Does it make you uncomfortable?" 

Boom! And he was speechless 

| knew as soon as the words came out that a Bad Thing had just been set in motion | knew it, but it didn't 
matter, because | can still remember the vague, heady rush of power | felt as he stood there, blinking 


wordlessly at me. Because, in a way, | did have a twisted sort of power over him, and I'd had that power ever 
since I'd put a stop to the whole Papa's medicine charade. And I'd been wielding that power shamelessly, by the 


way | dressed, the way | moved, and by God, it made him /tch like his fucking herpes had herpes. 
Hey, Izz, here's a riddle for you. How does one make up for seven years of sexual abuse? 
By giving your aggressor the bluest fucking balls this side of the Mexican border, of course. 


I'd sneered at him, toying with the torn edges of my shirt, and something ugly flickered in his eyes. Really, 


that should have been my first warning. When he spoke again, his voice was poisoned syrup. 

"You're pushing your luck, William." 

Second warning. 

| rolled my eyes and leaned on one leg. 

"What kind of future so you think you'll have if you keep getting suspended?" 

| quirked an eyebrow. "I could always become a preacher." 

"Are you talking back to me?" 

"Well, that is how a fucking conversation works." 

| wasn't even surprised when his hand cracked against the side of my head. Still stung like a bitch, though. 
Izzy, honest to God, all l'd wanted to do was go to my room, put on my Rolling Stones record, and be alone. | 
wasn't in the mood to deal with his bullshit. People always do that, they push and push and fucking push, until 
my head feels like itll explode if | don't do something. It physically hurts, if | try to hold that anger in. 
Sometimes l'm genuinely scared | might bust a vein or something. Anger requires energy, though, and | was 
running low at the moment. Contempt, on the other hand - contempt and disrespect - need no energy 
whatsoever. | Tossed my head, flicking the hair out of my eyes, and curled my lip at him. 

"You're really predictable, you know that?" 


His eyes narrowed. "Excuse me?" 


"You heard me just fine, you old sack of shit," | hissed. "You get angry, you slap me around, maybe get your 
goddamn fuckin’ belt out if you're feeling frisky.” 


| was really warming to it now. 


"You're practically fucking boring Surprise me for once, you bitch motherfucker.” 


At this point, | realised I'd fucked up. 


He came for me, but this time | attacked him back, cussing the air blue. | managed to get a few good punches 
in, but the motherfucker was twice my size. It wasn't exactly a fair fight, and he had the advantage of - you 
guessed it - his belt. 


| won't bore you with the details, but suffice it to say than by the time he'd finished, | was barely even 
conscious, and | couldn't see out of my right eye with all the blood running into it. | had tried to stay on my 
feet, but my legs just gave out by the end and | sort of folded onto the floor, curled up in the foetal position, 
and he couldn't resist getting in one last thwack with the Hulk buckle. It caught me on the side of my stomach, 
just above my hipbone. 


See, he could have ended things there, and he would have won He'd probably still be alive today, and I'd still be 
free, and it probably would have given me the ticket | needed to pack my shit and haul ass to LA. It was over. 
He held all the cards again. He didn't need to do the other thing. Why did he have to do the other thing? 


It was my fault, Izzy, my stupid goddamn fault for parading around in front of him, taking too many liberties, 
thinking | was invincible. Fuck, how many doses of medicine had | missed? | had a lot of catching up to do, after 
all those years of coasting, thinking I'd won. 


That particular afternoon, though, it was game, set and match to Reverend Bailey. 


That particular afternoon, | heard the belt clatter to the floor and he leaned over me, and | tried to tell 
myself he was just going to hit me again, and | kept telling myself that right up until my pants were ripped 
off, and then | couldn't lie to myself anymore because | felt him - 


God. God He hadn't done it in nearly four years, | know because | counted every day on the goddamn fucking 
calendar. | tried to go somewhere else in my head, like | used to, but my brain had turned against me, playing a 


soundtrack of verbal abuse in my head to complement the abuse happening elsewhere. 


You idiot you fucking idiot thats what you get for talking shit who the fuck did you think you were look at you now 
you sorry sonofabitch what the fuck is wrong with you Jesus Christ that hurts yeah well thats what you get 
congratulations Bill you fucking worthless cumdumpster | hope youre fucking happy with yourself - 


"Still haven't cut your hair, | see," he panted, and | can still remember how cold his fingers felt as they yanked 
roughly on the strands, digging themselves into my scalp. His breath, though, it was practically scorching 
against my shoulder, and just thinking about this shit makes me want to tear off my skin like it's a particularly 
smelly t-shirt, but it's OK, | can do this, l'm nearly done with this part and | won't pussy out now, | wont - 


"It makes you look like a girl, William. A pretty little whore." 


| couldn't reply. | didn't trust myself to open my mouth without crying out, and no way was | letting him hear 


the agony he was putting me in Besides, making any noise would give him an excuse to clamp his hand over my 


mouth, and | couldn't really breathe when he did that. So | just bit the inside of my wrist and blinked the blood 
out of my eye and took it. Not unlike a pretty little whore, actually. 


| hate him. 


When he was done, he heaved himself off my back and stumbled off to the shower, leaving me on the floor. | 
kind of wanted to just stay lying there forever. | distinctly remember rolling onto my right side, because | had 
tried to roll onto my left side first, where he'd hit me that last time, and it nearly made me scream. Curled 
up on the frayed carpet with my knees drawn up to my chin, feeling some kind of fluid that was either blood 
or cum or both leaking from my asshole, | thought about how none of it mattered. | might as well have been 
six years old again, listening to him telling me stop crying and that I'd get used to it eventually, and all those 
years of running but not quite escaping.none of it mattered. He didn’t just win, he fucking triumphed He was 


the conquering fucking hero. 


Anytime between ten minutes and three hours later, the Reverend stepped over me and into the kitchen, his 
black loafers padding briskly against the wooden floor. On his way, without looking round, he demanded that | 


clean up and follow him so | could confess. 
Confess. You believe this guy? 


| curled up into an even tighter ball, thinking of how turtles withdraw into their shells, and | remember wanting 
to be fucking turtle so bad because | bet they didn't get raped by their stepdads or have their favourite 
Zeppelin shirt torn to shreds. 


In retrospect, | may have been slightly hysterical at that point. 


When | decided to kill him, it was..l don't know, kind of like an epiphany, a divine message sent from his precious 
fucking sky-god that | should smite this sonofabitch. To be honest, the only thing | remember really feeling is a 


sense of vague wonder as to why I'd left it this long. 


Somehow, | managed to drag my pants back on, noting that there was less blood than | remembered. | guess as 
you grow, your asshole grows with you. That's another fun factoid that | could have gone the rest of my life 
not knowing, It took me a few good tries to force the leather over my dampened skin, but | got there in the 
end. | limped to the kitchen, past the table where he was sitting, went over to the drawers, and pulled out the 
first thing | saw, a big steak knife with a sharp silver blade. The switchblade in my boot wouldn't be enough. 
Not this time. 


When | turned to face him, brandishing the weapon in front of me, his eyebrows practically disappeared into 
his hairline and he almost burst out laughing 


‘Oh, William. What do you think you're going to do with that?" he chastised me. 


His voice sounded so fucking relaxed. So patronising | hate it when people patronise me. 


That's when the level-headedness bowed out and the manic rage set in and | lashed forward with the blade, 
not realising I'd torn his stomach open until | saw these reddish-pink bubbles pooling under the ripped fabric of 


his chequered shirt, and something snarled inside me, smelling blood. 


Its pretty fucking hard to stab a man to death, you know. It tired me out, particularly considering the beating 
I'd just taken. And he didn't make it easy. He fought me, when he realised | wasn't fucking about, and he came 
pretty close to winning, too. But | beat him out in the end, you better believe | did, because this time knuckling 
under was not an option | would survive. He would kif me, | could see it in his eyes. So | had to kill him first. It 


was practically self defence. 


What | remember most is the stench It stained the air an ugly shade of dirty maroon and clawed savagely at 
my nostrils and my eyes and | could taste it, Izzy, like | was choking on a dripping hunk of raw meat marinated 


in battery acid. 


He stopped screaming after a while, and stopped struggling a bit later. When | stabbed him again, he kind of 
jerked a little. My arm kept plunging down, over and over, the wet little schlyp sounds disturbing the queer 
silence, and gradually his jerks became twitches, and then they became nothing. 


It didn't feel real after that, like | was stabbing a pillow. 


Why do dead people's eyes stay open? It's a goddamn inconvenience. He was spreadeagled on the floor, staring 
at me, staring way too directly for someone whose intestines were sliding out of his body and plopping into the 


pools of 

red water 

he was lying in. | hung about, prowling around his body and just staring, kind of in awe that he was actually 
gone. But the eyes, Izzy, the eyes just followed me. God, they'd follow me for the rest of my life if | didn't do 
something. So | stepped forward, all hesitant like, and | put my arm out and | pushed his eyelids down with the 
tips of my fingers, which were kind of sticky. They stayed closed. | watched for a few seconds longer, just to 
make sure. | was relieved when they didn’t open. 


"Good boy," | whispered. 


Then | wrapped my arms around myself and bowed my head. 


The Sixth 


Author's Notes: 
| have a love-hate relationship with this chapter. I'm dying to know how you guys feel about it, and l'm also a 


little nervous, because..well, you'll see. On we ride! 


October I8th, 1119 
Dear Izzy, 


Are you in the mood for a nice, ripe platter of verbal diarrhoea? Because that's exactly what you're getting 
here, a so-called letter made of nothing but unstructured, unadulterated bullshit, because on this fine Tuesday, 
or whatever the fuck it is, | feel like death warmed up in a malfunctioning gas oven that's one good kick away 


from exploding. 


| feel like there's something alive inside my skull, hammering to be let out, Izzy, and it's not only painful, it's 


scary. 


Look, quit rolling your eyes and screwing your fingers into your temples, you judgemental asshole. This isn't 
just Exhibit Z of Bill being batshit. | didn't mean that in a loony way. It's more like, my head is killing me and the 


words / have a headache don't quite seem to suffice. 
God, l'm woozy as hell. Crazy-woozy, in fact. Hey, isn't it funny how we use crazy as an intensifier? 


Im not hungry, Im crazy-hungry. Im not happy, Im crazy-happy. Im not crazy, Im crazy-crazy. Ine never 
actually heard anyone say that last one, but hey, there's a first time for everything, right? 


Its been a few days since they gave me paper. Not because | was being a particularly toxic brand of jackass, 
but because | asked for cigarettes, and they said | had to choose between writing to you and smoking, so you 
can guess which one | picked. Somehow, | don't think you mind. It's not like I'm mailing these one at a time and 
you're waiting with bated breath for the next titillating instalment of the much-anticipated Bill's Bitching saga. 
I've got all five of these letters in a sad little pile right by my bed, where this one will go when it's finished. l'll 
be lucky if they get to you at all. 


You know what song I've got stuck in my head? ‘Dream On' Remember how we used to sing along to it 
whenever it came on the radio? Well, | sang, you mostly just played air guitar and looked like a badass. Except 
now, instead of an inspiring, emotional power-ballad, it's turned into an endless loop of Steven Tyler relentlessly 


mocking me in that goddamn fucking nasally rasp of his. 


You wanna take a shower without the immediate threat of your meatstick getting frostbite and falling off? 


Dream onl 
You want Perry the Pigfucker to not rattle his baton across the bars just as you're falling asleep? Dream on! 


You want to get this goddamn piece of shit fuck-song out of your head before it explodes and your brain 
splats all over Perry the Pigfucker's good uniform that his mom probably ironed for him that same morning? 


Dream on! Dream on! Dream onl 


And no matter how much | cover my ears with my hands and yell at the prick to shut up shut up shut the 
fuck up God just leave me alone, he won't stop singing. He won't fucking stop, Izzy, can't someone please just 
make him stop - 


| really want another cigarette so fucking bad. Can you believe they're only giving me two sticks a day? Two. | 
bet war prisoners in Japanese labour camps were treated better than this. | suppose | should be grateful that 
I'm getting any in the first place, but it's kind of hard to feel grateful for anything right now. | would literally 


chew my own arm off and, like, offer it to the gods of Valhalla or something for a pack of that sweet cancer. 
Sweet cancer. 


| wonder what it's like to be a cancer patient, having someone in a white coat telling you that you're gonna die, 
but they're not quite sure when. Knowing your days are numbered, but not knowing what that number is. 
What a fucking life. Thats not really a life, is it? When someone grabs your chin, wrenches your head round 
and forces you to focus on your impending death, they've basically robbed you of the rest of your life. The 
eventuality of our deaths suddenly doesn't feel so, you know, eventual anymore. | wonder if people with 
terminal illnesses would prefer to just have a set date and time, so they can, like, work their schedules around 
it or something. 


Yes, Mr Joe Blow, you've got a meeting with your boss this Wednesday and its your kid's birthday on fourteenth 
You also promised to go fishing with the guys over the weekend Oh, and make sure your schedule’s clear for next 
Tuesday because you've got a date with the Grim Reaper. 


Hey, | keep meaning to ask you this - can you see the stars in LA? | don't think you can, there's probably way 
too much pollution and bright lights and other big-city shit out there that ruins the view. That really sucks, 
man. The night sky was pretty much the only thing you actually liked about Lafayette, and it's a small thing, 


really, but | know you miss it. If it makes you feel any better, | can't see the stars from in here either. 


Do you remember - hey, have you noticed that | spend a lot of time remembering shit nowadays? It's like my 
mind knows there won't be any more new material that's worth anything, so it just keeps rewinding the reel on 
the old stuff. Kinda like when you can't afford to buy any new videotapes, so you just keep watching the same 


ones over and over. 


Anyway, what was | saying before | rudely interrupted myself? 


Oh, yeah - those nights when you'd drag me out to the fields, so | could third-wheel your love affair with the 
constellations. You could name every single goddamn one of them, gawping up at that silvery-blue speckled 
blackness with an expression of astonished humility that I've never seen on your face before, or since. God, 


Izzy, you loved those goddamn stars so much. 


| think its because you saw something in them that other people didn't, something more..| don't know, more 
obscure, | guess? More figurative. Like, if | looked at the stars, I'd just see a bunch of pretty dots twinkling in 
the sky. | mean, fuck, | could throw some glitter on a sheet of black paper and paste it up on my fucking 
ceiling, and itd look pretty much the same to me. But you..you'd see a lot more than that. You'd see a bleak 
metaphor in how their silvery glow is visible only when it's pitch dark. You'd smile at their elusiveness, how 
they trick you into thinking you can reach out and touch them, and you'd find a bitter comfort in the serene 


infinity of the universe, and how little we know about it. 
Or something like that, anyway. I'm not a fucking mind-reader. 


You've always had these strange fascinations with things that people haven't quite been able to explain. | mean, 
take your Bermuda Triangle phase. You were totally obsessed with that phenomenon, as your high-and-mighty 
ass referred to it, reading all sorts of books and and looking up all this creepy shit about people disappearing. 
You loved to analyse the grisly ideas people had come up with to explain stuff like that, with the kind of 
determined focus your mom wished you'd apply to your schoolwork, then literally tear every last one of them 
apart, rejecting them as bullshit. You preferred the allure of ambiguity over fumbling explanations. Yeah, that's 
what it came down to - given the choice between knowing and not knowing, you'd pick the latter. It's the same 


reason you loved the stars so much. Your love for the inexplicable. 


When you think about it, thats probably one of the reasons why we got on so well. You didn't care that | was 
weird. | know that I'm difficult deal with, and I'm a pain in the ass to understand, and I've had my share of 
problems and all, but you just.l don't know. You'll never know how much of a fucking relief it was to hang out 
with someone who wasn't judging me, or worse still, trying to figure me out all the goddamn time. | just want 


you to know, Izz, that | never took your friendship for granted. Never, and | can swear that to God. 


I'm gonna tell you something now, OK? I'm gonna tell you exactly how Crapayette fucked me one last time. You 


ready? Neither am |, but let's do this anyway. 


Remember how | told you my lawyer gave up on me after | took the stand and clarified a few things? Just a 
couple of minor details. Like my lack of remorse, and the fact that | would happily do it again - oh, and that | 
didn't do it because | was crazy. Remember that? Cool. So, the jury still definitely believed there was something 
wrong with me, but they weren't about to put that on the ballot paper. No fucking way. Because, if they did, | 
could have pleaded not guilty by reason of insanity. 


And the State of Indiana does not sentence insane people to die. 


Oh, well. Bygones are bygones, and there's no point crying over spilt milk, and the date of my execution has 


been scheduled for the twenty-third of October, and - 

Jeez. Sorry, shaky hands, dropped the pencil. Where was |? 

Since I'm writing this in the evening, and the time on the paper said 18:00, | have precisely five days left. 
Five days. Not even a full week. 

Five days. 


They declared me mentally competent. They said | was guilty of murder of the first degree. They sentenced 


me to die in the electric chair as a punishment for my crime. 
five days 


How the fuck do they even decide these things, anyway? I've got a picture in my head of a bunch of suits 
crowded in some room, picking dates out of a hat while ‘Time' by Pink Floyd plays in the background. 


five days. 


| was going to follow you to California. We were gonna be big rock stars and all the shit we'd been through in 
Crapayette wouldn't matter anymore because we'd be successful and famous and girls would be riding our 
dicks like fucking bicycles and we'd be making more money than we'd know what to do with and it isn't fai, 


Izzy, I'm only seventeen, it isn't goddamn fucking fair. 


| never actually told you that | was on death row, did |? | guess I've been trying not to think about it. I've had 
a lot of practice at not thinking about things. 


Holy shit, Izzy, if you're reading this, it means l'm dead already, aren't |? And you probably knew that before 
you even started reading these letters, didn't you? Holy shit This is so fucking trippy. 


| wonder if you cried when you found out. 

| wonder if anyone cried. 

Right now, | couldn't cry even if | wanted to. All | wanna do is just lie on my bed and stare at the wall. Even 
blinking takes this huge effort. Breathing takes effort. | think Perry's starting to worry about me, because he 
seemed quite upset when | didn’t rise to his jibes like | used to. | could hear the motherfucker squawking 


indignantly out in the corridor. 


Why isnt he goddamn moving? No way is he dead already! Ive been waiting fo watch the little bastard cook for 


weeks! 


| mean, it's nice to know he cares. After a fashion, anyway. 


You know what's really sad? | keep thinking that something will happen, that someone will come in waving a 
letter from the judge or whatever, saying this was all a mistake and of course they weren't going to kill me 


and | can hop the first bus out of here and find you and forget about all this. | keep hoping - 


Hope. Hah. Hope sucks. And when you're on death row with a migraine that's pounding harder than a frenzied 
pornstar, hope really sucks. 


Hey, Dream On isn't in my head anymore! 


Wow. You won't believe this, but now that its gone, | kinda miss it. Its just, | don't know, I'll never hear it again, 


you know? I'll never hear any song again. 
Holy shit. 


The strange thing is, if | could die right now, just right now be struck off the earth quietly and without any 
pain, | would happily accept. The head-creature is sharpening his claws on the sides of my brain and he's put 
on quite a bit of weight because my head feels like its got a ton of cement inside. Yeah, death seems like a 

pretty welcome escape right now, if this head-creature doesn't fuck off. 


| wish | hadn't been so dismissive towards that pastor. | wish | could see those stars you loved so much, just 
one more time, because they actually are kind of beautiful, and | probably couldn't replicate them with black 
paper and glitter. That was a stupid thing to say. 


God, my head hurts. 


Speaking of God, | think I've started believing in him again, just a little bit. | still don't really know if there's 
someone really up there - | just don't have clue about it. But if there is, | wanna be prepared. When you're 
about to die, you don't really have the luxury of being agnostic - you either believe in the Hereafter, or you 
don't. No room for indecision or indifference, no time for lengthy bouts of existential pontification that would 
ultimately end in fuck if, lets pull a Scarlett O' Hara and think about it tomorrow, or the day after, or whenever 
the fuck we want, because we can do that, see, its not ike WE have five days fo live. 


If there really is a Hell, I've got no illusions. I'm headed straight for the ninth circle faster than a fresh shit 


off a shiny shovel. Eternal damnation doesn't sound so rock n' roll when it's five fucking days away. 


Less than that, actually, because the time is now what normal |T-year-olds who aren't on death row would call 


bedtime. 


| want to pray, but the only goddamn verse | can think of is that shit from John I:4. I'm afraid if | say it, the 
Reverend might pay me a visit, and | hate to resort to clichés, but that would be the straw that breaks the 


camel's back, Izzy, because l'm pretty sure that seeing him would drive out any last remaining scraps of 


sanity | have left and send me giggling into the box in that basement, and I'd stay there, forever. 


| don't need that shit right now. I'm up to my ears in shit already, and instead of scrabbling around scooping it 
up trying to get rid of it and pretending everything's fine, I've given up. I'm wallowing in it now, and flies are 
zipping their irritating little asses all over the fucking place, and that relentless bzzzz-bzzzzz-bzzzzzz is drilling 


into my brain like a goddamn jackhammer. | can't get any fucking peace. 
Christ. Maybe l'm already in hell, and | just don't know it. 


Your friend, the born-again Christian, 


Bill Bailey 


The Seventh 


Author's Notes: 

So now that the big death row ‘reveal’ is over with, | can breathe a sigh of relief. Kind of. In this chapter, 
inside the fictional world of 1979 Indiana death row that's taken up residence in my head, quite a few factual 
truths can be found. Mainly regarding capital punishment and the way it's conducted. Or was conducted, in the 
year 1979. One particularly disturbing, pivotal fact that | came across while researching genuinely shocked the 
crap out of me. 

| just want to show some love for you guys, quickly: | can't say this enough: you guys that read and comment 
are holy, glorious angels sent from the heavens, and your words mean more to me than | can express in my 


responses. Thank you alll 


October Ith, 1119 
Dear Izzy, 
Do you think that if you wish hard enough for something, it could happen? 


I'm not talking like big-scale, praise-Jesus miracles, although it would be pretty awesome if it started raining 
pizza and beer and a meteor shower that could blow Crapayette to kingdom come, but I'm thinking more along 


the lines of, you know, simple stuff. Like maybe getting a letter from you. Or something. 


All right, listen, | know it can't happen, OK? | know you won't write a reply, | know it pretty fucking well, and 
after all, why would you? I'd be too dead to read it, and only loonies write letters to dead people. But | just 


can't stop wishing | miss talking to you, Iz. | really do. 


Wanna know what happens to me sometimes? Basically, | wake up, and it's like I've completely forgotten where | 
am, because for a few seconds, | have no idea who the fuck | am or what the fuck is going on, and I'm not 
happy, exactly, because l'm not really sure what happiness feels like, but I'm kind of blissfully unaware of - 
you know. My situation That part's cool, | guess, but it doesn't last very long. Human memory may be a little 
sluggish in the mornings, but when it wakes up and gets going - boy. It goes full Muhammed Ali on you. Like, a 
left and a right and a right jab, ka~POW! You will de in T-minus four days and counting! 


And here's another Memory again, with a right and another left and a bash with a hammer BAM, lzy isn't here, 
zy’s loooong gone! 


And butter my ass and call me a biscuit, Harry, because there are more Memories coming in by the dozen, this 
kid's getting the bejesus kicked out of him, but by golly he's still writhing around yelling himself blue in the face, but 


look, he's losing sanity at a rate of a pint a second now, not sure how much longer he's for this world and it just 


keeps going and it doesn't stop and it makes me want to cry, and yell, and break things, and kill myself. 
So yeah, that's my morning routine. What's yours? 


I'm apparently the first person ever to get the death sentence in the state of Indiana. Can you believe that? 
Even the criminals here suck, but that kinda works in my favour, because I'll go down in history for two 


reasons: being both the first and the youngest to get the death sentence here. 
And the teachers in school said | wouldn't amount to shit. Hah! 


Theoretically, though, some little kid can take that last title from me, because the legal cutoff age for 


execution here is - hold on to your nuts - ten. 
Fucking ten 


Who the fuck made that law? Did they have little pre-pubescent Jack the Rippers running around back in the 
day, or what? Where the fuck do they get off, wanting to kill fen-year-olds? Jesus Christ. 


| bet in LA. its different. Do they even have capital punishment in California? 


God, | wish | was there with you. | wish | was in fucking anywhere but Indiana. | just want to leave, whether it's 
in a body bag or on a bus. Of course, being a rock star in Hollywood sounds like a lot more fun than being 


dead, but l'll take what | can get. Minors on death row can't be choosers, now, can they? 


| guess I'm going off on a ramble again because l'm trying to avoid talking about what happened yesterday, but 
| can't afford to do that now, because l'm trying to be conscious about the limited paper situation 


They made me do a rehearsal execution, Izzy. They cuffed me and walked me out along the corridor, the same 
one | pissed on that time, sending Perry the Pigfucker squealing into the wall. You should have seen him now, 
he looked so fucking smug He'd slipped in a puddle of my piss, and now he was gonna get his revenge by 
strapping me into the electric chair and watching me get sizzled like a turkey on a spit. What a fucking sicko. 


The execution room was bigger than | expected it to be. Most of it was taken up by an obscenely extensive 
seating area, a whole bunch of severe grey seats arranged in a neat little pattern around the stage. The 
fucking stage, with the..let's call it the main chair, sitting pompously right in the middle, the star attraction, the 
headlining act, the belle of the ball. 


Izzy, listen. | never really had much admiration for people as a species in general. | know we're nothing more 
than a bunch of overly-evolved primates with opposable thumbs and I'm well aware that if the shit hit the 
fan, we'd eat each other in order to save our own wretched asses, saluting the good ship Altruism as it sailed 
disapprovingly into the sunset. But when | saw all those seats, arranged accommodatingly around the room like 
this was a fucking baseball game or something, | felt truly nauseated. | counted sixty of them in total, sixty 
lucky motherfuckers who would get exclusive VIP viewing of Bill Bailey getting murdered. | don't care that it's 


done by the state. It's still fucking murder. You're still taking someone's lfe. That's all the death penalty is, it's 
socially justifiable murder, and the people who watch it like it's entertainment are sick fucking perverts. You're 
telling me it's a sin to look at ass and titties, but its perfectly within the constraints of morality to watch two 
thousand volts of electricity zap through another human being? Its OK to sit there and watch them jerk 
around, to smell the sweet, acrid charcoal of their flesh burning, to hear that sound like bacon fat popping in 


hot oil on Sunday mornings? 
Fucking bullshit 


They strapped me into the chair with belts all over my arms and legs and chest. That chair was fucking hard, 
Izzy, nearly as bad as the pews in church. They put this sponge on my head - it was dry, but on the day itd 
be soaked in saline solution - and a metal skullcap with electrodes over it, and one more electrode on my right 


leg. The metal felt really cold. | wasn't expecting it to be that cold. 
Then they blindfolded me. 


At a guess, I'd say | only sat there in the dark for a couple of minutes, while they ran through the technical 
shit in the observation room behind me. Two or three minutes. God, Izzy, how can two or three minutes go on 


for that fucking /ong? 


They'd closed the door behind them in the observation room, leaving me alone. | guess they were pretty 
confident that | wasn't going anywhere. | couldn't hear their voices. All | could hear was the sound of my own 
breath, panicked, slightly hitching, way too loud, thinking that the next time | sat in this chair | would be three 
to four minutes of searing agony away from death. Actual fucking death 


My heart was, to put it simply, losing its shit. The damn thing wasn't so much pounding as hurling itself against 
my ribs with this deranged, feral gusto, frantically trying to fit in a lifetime's worth of heartbeats into 
seventeen years, and my chest felt tighter than a nun's twat, and Jesus Christ, Izzy, if | really thought I'd 


known fear before that moment - 


"William Bailey Junior, you have been condemned to die in the electric chair by a jury of your peers, a 
sentence imposed by a judge in good standing in this state. Do you have anything to say before this sentence 


is carried out?" 


It was like those words were coming from everywhere and nowhere at once, and for a single, delirious moment, 
| thought that they were going to kill me then and there, and my lungs froze in my chest and my eyes flew 
open under the coarse black shroud and | was screaming silently, straining against all the belts, my mind blank 
with terror. 


Wait! Im not meant to die yet! Not yet! I still have five days! 


"William Bailey Junior, electricity shall now be passed through your body until you are dead in accordance with 


state law. May God have mercy on your soul." 


no no no but what about my five days Jesus no please God no Im not ready - 


And then their shrill chuckles grated against my eardrums and | realised they were just fucking with me and | 
went limp in that chair, Izzy. | went rag-doll, overcooked-spaghetti, rotten-lettuce-dipped-in-ranch-dressing 
limp, and I'm pretty sure | would have shit myself if there was anything in my belly besides chewed-up 


fingernails and stomach acid. 


‘Oh my God, are those fears™ Perry the Pigfucker tore the blindfold from my face, laughing delightedly. | just 
sat there under the straps, blinking, and | guess my eyes must have gone a little red or whatever, because | 
could feel them burning. | didn't cry, not actual real tears, but he wouldn't stop going on about it, pulling my 


hair and calling me Goldilocks. 


| was kind of numb during the short walk back to my cell, and my legs moved in unsteady jerks that managed 
to feel both stiff and rubbery at the same time, if you can imagine that. If you can't, well, good It doesn't feel 
rice, that's all you need to know, and | felt vaguely ridiculous as | wobbled about trying to keep my balance, 
Perry the Pigfucker practically skipping beside me, cackling and trash-talking. They were unlocking the cell door, 


about to put me back inside, when he ruffled my hair and crooned at me. 
"You gonna cry some more, huh? Pretty little girl?” 


| whipped round and tore a chunk out of his ear with my teeth. The texture of his flesh felt both crunchy and 
spongy as it slipped around my mouth, kind of like the fatty steaks your mom used to cook because she 

couldn't afford the leaner cuts of meat, remember? It sure didn't taste like steak, though, so | spat it out and 
clamped my jaw around the rest of his ear, digging my incisors into what remained of the chewy cartilage and 


the dewy flaps of skin 


It took two of them to drag me off. | still had some ear meat caught between my teeth that | refused to let 
go of, and | remember how the flesh split and peeled off the side of his skull, taking a pretty good chunk of 
cheek-skin with it. The glistening folds of red underneath twinkled prettily, and | felt my mouth fill up with 


saliva, thinking of homemade strawberry jam. 
My favourite breakfast. Man, | sure miss it. 


He was bleating like a sow in labour, both hands clutching the side of his head, his eyes popping out of their 
sockets. | clenched my jaws together, pulled back my lips and hissed savagely at him through my teeth, 
showering him with tiny little red droplets, like bloody confetti. And then | laughed my ass off. 


| haven't seen him since, so I'm gonna go ahead and crown myself the proud victor of our little death-row 
vendetta. They didn't put me in the Box for what | did, and | almost want to ask why, but I'd rather not talk to 
them if | can help it. Maybe they feel sorry for me, but since they're gonna be the same jerks strapping me 
into the chair and pulling the lever that frizzles my ass, their sympathy can go headbutt a table saw for all 
the good it'll do me. 


I'm back in my cell now, and | swear to God, | was actually relieved when | collapsed into the bed that smelled 
like a diarrhoea sandwich. | just drew my knees up and started rocking back and forth. It took me ages to 
unfurl myself long enough to write this letter, and still | can't stop moving, my heels clacking against the floor 
repeatedly in this long staccato that's driving me nuts. It's like | have all this energy now, my body going into 
hyperdrive in this manic last-ditch effort to live as much as | can before they kill me. I'm not even rocking, l'm 


vibrating 
Or just shaking. That's a slightly less cool way of describing it. I'm shaking, and | can't stop. 


You know, when | really think on it, | feel pretty sorry for the six-year-old version of myself. He was such a 
sad, awkward little kid. He had this sharp nose he never quite grew into, and floppy red hair that was way 
shorter than it is now, and he always had this look in his eye, like a dog that's been kicked too many times, and 
he needed someone, Izzy he just needed someone, and | killed him. Don't ask me why, or how, because | don't 
know, OK? All | know is that he just kind of slowly faded out of existence, without any fanfare, without anyone 


really noticing, and then one day he wasn't there anymore, gone, like a fart in the wind. Poof. 
And it was all my stupid fault. | killed him without even knowing | killed him. Goddammit, why did | do that? 


Now, thanks to me, no one will ever remember him. They'll remember the Reverend as a fine pillar of the 
moral upstanding civilisation of Lafayette, of course they will, but they won't remember the sad little kid with 
the floppy hair who'd had his life wrenched from him before it had really even started. 


They won't remember how he came so close to perfecting Amazing Grace on the piano, or how he used to 
sneak his leftover meatloaf to the stray kitten with the honey-coloured eyes he'd found in the yard, or how 


he hand-washed his Superman boxer briefs in the bathroom sink because he didn't want Mama to see the 


blood. 


They won't remember shit about him. They don't want to remember him. History is written by people who win, 


Izzy, the people who hve fo fell the tale. Not by the losers, and certainly not by the losers who de. 


They'll probably immortalise this version of me, the evi murderer version, so | will leave a legacy of some sort. 


You know? Ill be like the urban legend that they use to scare their brats into being good 
ff you don't go to bed on tme, Bad Bill wil get you 

Frish your vegetables! Bad Bill loves to get kids who dont eat broccoli 

Jmmy, don't run in the house or Bad Bills gonna be waiting under your bed tonight! 

Yeah. They'll remember me, all right. | guess that's a good thing, in a way. Isn't it? Ill have left something of 


myself behind, a calling card, if you will. | won't be forgotten. That's better than nothing. As long as they 


remember me, any version of me, that's OK. | won't have let myself down or anything, | wanted to be 


remembered and | will be. Right? You're nodding, aren't you? See, | knew you'd see it my way. 
The kid doesn't, though. 


| don't know how he can see anything with all that blood pouring from his eyes and dripping onto his Bugs Bunny 
T-shirt, but | know he sees me because his head follows me around the room when | move. He sees me, you 
can bet your balls on that, but he doesn’t see it my way. I've never even seen him blink; his eyes just stare 
and bleed, bleed and stare, and his arms dangle listlessly by his sides, and his Bugs Bunny shirt gets redder and 


redder, and he doesn't see it my way at all 


The Eighth 


Author's Notes: 
| hope this was worth the wait. | had a bit of writer's block over the past few weeks, but then this spilled out 


of me in the space of two days. Funny how the muses work, isn't it? Thanks for your patience, and I'm looking 


forward as ever to all of your thoughts on this one. 


October 22nd, 1919 
Dear Izzy, 
Can you die from insomnia? 


| think that would be a nice way to die. It doesn't sound painful or scary, like death usually does. It actually 
sounds kinda comforting, kind of like falling into a deep sleep after staying up for way too long, because you're 
just too damn tired to carry on living. You know? 


Its 4:23AM right now, according to that clock on the wall with the big ugly crack on the face, and | haven't 
slept since | last wrote you. That was like two days ago, right? Yeah, two days. 


In a few hours, when this night is over, we can round it off to a nice Pythagorean total of three sleepless 
nights, and maybe then they won't have to electrocute me because I'll be so gosh-darn tired that I'll just drop 
dead Now wouldn't that be a fine how-do-you-do? 


Hey, try reading that in a British accent. I'll bet it made you smile, huh? Its not funny enough for a laugh, but 
Ill take a smile over nothing. | guess my face isn't used to smiling all that much anymore, though. The 


expression feels unnatural. Makes my cheeks feel weird. 

Going back to my sleep cycle - or lack thereof - 

I've always wanted to use that in a sentence. Lack thereof. It sounds so fucking classy - 

l'm doing it again, aren't |? Rambling all over the place. | do that a lot. Mr Taylor called it waffle. | remember 
him scrawling that word all over my work, in those English classes - work | was really kinda proud of, too. My 
assignments, my essays, even the poems and stories | wrote when | was bored - he'd cover it all with jagged 
slashes of angry red ink, the tip of the pen denting the paper, really hammering it home in case | somehow 


missed the point. Waffle, waffle, waffle. Get to the point. Stop waffling, William. 


OK, fine, no waffling. Back to my sleep cycle. | can do this. 


I'm pretty fucking sure that if | lay back and close my eyes, and just relax for a second, I'd conk out faster 
than a buttered fucking bullet. But the thing is, Izzy - get ready, it's a kicker - / do not want fo fucking fall 


asleep. 
Does that still count as insomnia? 


Man, | hate that word. Insomnia Like, why do we feel the need to put these special labels for every last aspect 
of the human experience? Just say unable fo fall asleep, for Chrissakes, you pretentious self-inflated fucks. It's 
the same goddamn thing It's like, who hasnt stayed up at night worrying about this or that and ended up a 
gritty-eyed, coffee-chugging zombie the next morning? It's part of human nature to worry, and the world is 
only too happy to churn out shit for us to worry about. 


And yet, if some guy came up to you and said /m having a litte trouble sleeping |'d bet my Thin Lizzy T-shirt 
that you wouldn't react the same way as if he'd said /m an insomniac. Thot shit is way too severe, too clinical, 
too science-y for the average Joe - or at least, the average Joes in this particular corner of hell. They don't 
trust that word, they don't trust the quacks who coined that word, and they sure as hell don't trust you for 
using it in the first place. 


In short, insomnia carries certain connotations, and connotations are a motherfucker. 


Remember how | told you self-harm was stupid, a few letters ago or something? It's actually not so bad. In 
some rare cases, self-harm can actually be kinda practical. You know? Pain keeps you awake. It's a hell of a 


stimulant, better than coffee even, though | guess less marketable. 


The thing is, though, you gotta find something that's painful enough to actually work, you know? Something 
that hurts so bad that it actually keeps you awake. Which, if you think about it, is pretty far out. It really 
puts your imagination to the test. I've always been accused of having a wild imagination, and | guess it does 
have a tendency to run pretty fucking wild sometimes - feral, even - but as | learned these last few days, it 
ain't wild enough. 


Or maybe my pain tolerance is really high, | don't know. 


Either way, it took me ages to figure it the best way to make myself hurt. My nails are all bitten, so that's 
out. There's nothing around that | can use to hurt myself, no blunt instruments that can cause internal 
trauma, no sharp objects | can cut with, nothing hot enough to burn with. Its bullshit. H's almost like they - | 
hope you're sitting down for this - planned it that way. 


Those sly ol fucksticks, right? 


| punched the wall a few times and hurt my hand pretty good, but then | couldn't move the fingers for a 
while, which meant | couldn't pick at the scars on my arms and stomach, and that was really good at keeping 
me awake. So | stopped punching walls and started peeling at the scabs on my skin instead, and boy, was that 
the mother of all jackpots. 


Have you ever peeled scabs, Izzy? Its way easier if you have nails, but teeth work just as fine. Basically, you 
dig your front teeth - the bottom or the top ones, it doesn't matter - under the edge of the scab, where it 
meets the normal skin. Dig ‘em right in there, lzz, so you have a good chunk to clutch between your teeth - 
that way the peeling part is easier. Then you grab that chunk between your teeth, and you pull It hurts more 
if you do it slow, and if the scab you pick is fresh, but sometimes | get mad and just kind of gnaw and fear 
with no rhyme, reason or finesse. | don't really feel the pain at the time, but after I've calmed down - 

mother fucker, does it hurt. It feels like someone's scraped my skin off with a blunt cheese-grater and poured 


gasoline on the open wound and set it on fire. 
So yeah, it keeps me awake. 


Sometimes | try and flick the scabs into the new guard's open mouth - he dozes off sometimes, see - but a 
few times, | ate them, just for the hell of it. They're just made of dried blood, that's all, and anyway, isn't 
dried blood mean to be a delicacy out in England or somewhere? They call it black pudding 


My arms really hurt now, though. | got a little carried away last time. l'm looking at ‘em now, and it reminds 
me of something | read once, ages ago. | remember reading somewhere that if you tie a mosquito up by one 
of its limbs, it'd just chew the damn thing off to escape. It sure grossed me out at the time, but now, | do 


kind of see where the mosquito was coming from. 


Whatever | did in a previous life to deserve this, | hope it was worth it. | hope it was awful | hope it was truly 
fucking sick and depraved. Because if I'm sitting on death row at seventeen fucking years fucking old because | 
robbed a goddamn grocery store or something, | swear | will fucking flip out on whoever's in charge of the 


universe. 


Christ, Izzy, out of all the things in the world, why did it have to be the electric fucking chair? Why couldn't it 
have been something fast? Like a bullet to the back of the head, or something? | think I'd even rather be hung. 
| remember that project you did in school, when we were learning about the Tudors, the British kings and 
queens from a fuckton of years ago. You chose to do it on capital punishment. | remember you standing at the 
front of the class, calmly explaining how hanging someone snapped their neck so they died without any pain, and 
fast, unless there were complications with the rope or whatever, and you went into all this detail about 
asphyxiation and decapitation and shit. By the end of it, Mr Bryant looked like he wanted to lynch you himself. 


God, how we'd laughed. Remember that? Remember? 
It's still funny to me, to this day. It's so funny | could just dle laughing. 


The guard, the one who replaced Perry, is giving me an odd look over his paper. | waved at him, and he buried 


his noses between the pages of his Daily American 


| hate that. | hate it when | glance at someone and they immediately flutter their eyes away, like they hadn't 
been staring at me the whole fucking time when | fucking saw you, l'm not blind, you were making eyes at me 


and we both fucking know it, so who the fuck do you think you're fooling, you snaggle-dicked monkey fuck? 


Oh, now he's trying real hard to ignore me. | can see your hands shaking, Perry two-point-O, | know you ain't 


deaf. 


Ah, whatever. Fuck him and his paper. The Reverend used to read that same paper. They had a prayer on the 
front page every day and the font was ugly as shit and there was always a story where the writer blamed 


everything from Vietnam to his wife leaving him on Jimmy Carter and his merry band of Democrats. 


| wish there weren't so many people watching me. You know, when it happens. There are some things a guy 
just wants to keep private, and his last few moments as a live human being is one of them. Especially when not 
one of those people watching actually care about you. The entire room will probably give a standing fucking 
ovation, Sharon included, and it's kind of funny, isn’t it, because I've always dreamed of making crowds cheer. | 
bet God is having a real good laugh up there somewhere. I'll have a thing or two to tell him if the 


motherfucker's real. 
I've discovered something about myself, Izz. You ready to hear it? 
All this time, | thought | was somehow better than everyone here in Lafayette. 


You know? | was wired different, so | was special, more alive, more interesting, the rainbow fish in a pool of 
fucking grey sardines. | think most people, normal people, tend to mix up madness with artistic talent. Van Goph, 
wasn't he clinically depressed? And Dickens, too? And Ozzy Osbourne, doesn't everyone say he's nuts? | mean, 
Jesus. l'm practically part of a cult here, the cult of insane ingenuity. Like, yes, we're crazy, but we're also 
probably - in some difficult-to-establish, they'll-love-us-after-we're-dead kinda way - deeply brilliant! We are 
elite, more alive, more there, we're poetically complicated and tragically misunderstood, we hear colour and see 


sound and we shit glitter and sunshine upon the grey mundanity that normal people call everyday life. 
Are you laughing yet? 


| am. l'm laughing at how fucking stupid | was to have believed that bullshit, no matter how deep it was buried 
in my subconscious. There's nothing glamorous about being a whack-job, Izzy. Nothing It's lonely, that's what it 
is. Real lonely. And it makes you doubt yourself, and fear yourself, and then at some point you wake up one 
morning and realise that you hate God for making you this way, and you hate your parents for bringing you 
into this world, but most of all, you hate yourself and who you are down to a molecular level because the 


effort of simply being yourself every fucking day just tires the hell out of you. 


| know this goes against all that self-help love-yourself crap they teach you in preschool, quaint little mantras 
like stay true fo yourself and everyone is special and don't let ‘em kill who you are. But, Izzy, what if who you 
are is an asshole? What if instead of a beautiful magical unique snowflake, you're actually worthless piece of 
shit with nothing to offer to the world? Like, literally nothing? From the empirical evidence, the only thing I'm 
good at is making people hate me, and if | wanted to make a career out of that | could have become a fucking 


politician. 


| think | was just pretty goddamn hopeless from the jump. I'm not anyone's fault l'm done blaming other people 
- my mother, the Reverend, my real dad, wherever the fuck he is - this isn't on them. Not all of it, anyway. 
Its the whole nature vs nurture, thing, right? It's not one or the other. Its both Some kids have shitty 
childhoods, and they grow up to be social workers and good parents and good people, and then some kids have 
shitty childhoods and grow up to be thugs and criminals and abusers themselves, and some of them don't even 
get to grow up at all. Ever. And maybe that's not such a bad thing. 


| mean, hell, if I'm IT and killing people and not even feeling guilty about it, what kind of person would | be as an 
adult? 


Waffle, waffle, waffle. Stop waftling, William. 


Man, | want me some waffles. Like your mom used to make. My mom never made waffles. We had oatmeal for 
breakfast, day in and day out, rain or shine, whether it was a school day or Christmas morning you could 
always count on that goddamn bowl of steaming grey crap to be waiting for you when you came downstairs. | 
had oatmeal coming out of my fucking ears. It had the taste and consistency of wet cardboard, and half the 
aesthetic appeal - 


Holy shit. Its 5:28AM. I've been writing for over an hour. My hand is killing me, but | can't stop writing, Iz, | 
feel like I'm wasting the time | have left if I'm not writing to you. If | stop I'll have nothing left to do but look 
at the kid in the corner of my room. And there's no way of knowing if he's real or not anymore. | can't tell. | 


don't know. 


God, I'm sick of not knowing things. | just want to sleep. But I'm scared to close my eyes. I'm scared to keep 
them open, too, don't get me wrong, but at least with my eyes open | know where everything is. If | close my 
eyes, who knows what that kid in the corner will do? 


| see him all the goddamn time, |zzy, and his eyes never stop bleeding - where does all that goddamn blood 


come from? And he never moves. He's just... there. 


| have this crazy urge to go over to him and touch him, just to see if he's real Maybe he isn't, and my hand 
will slip through him, and he'll just disappear, after I've demonstrated to myself that he is in fact a figment of 


my sick imagination. But I'm too much of a chicken-shit. 


| think my brain is staging a protest against the lack of sleep. | can hear it, and it sounds pretty mad. It sounds 
like that shrill kind of scream the kettle makes when the water's boiled for too long because you forgot to 
turn it off and the scalding water flooded the stove and you nearly set fire to the whole damn kitchen and the 
Reverend was not very happy with you that day, no sir. 


God. Kettles, burnt hands, the dull thwack of the belt - hey, remember how | told you that it was the ugliest 
sound in the world? | think | mentioned it in one of the letters, that time | told you about breaking the china 
with the Bible. | stand corrected, because the sound of my brain screaming is even uglier. It's not just a sound, 


though, it's like a feeling like this itch that you can't quite reach. And then it stops being an itch, and becomes 


more like a sharp kind of burning, like there's white-hot needles piercing thr - 


Oh, for fuck's sake, whatever. You're probably bored shitless right now. No funny story about Perry the 
Pigfucker, no new details about the Bad Thing to reveal, no fun trip down memory lane to psychobabbleitise 
why | am the way | am. I'm all out, Izz, hands on the deck, cards on the table, done, washed up, finito. I've got 


nothing left. I've talked about it too much, none of it is scary or interesting anymore. I've waffled too much. 
Are you still reading, Izzy? Am | fascinating enough to keep your attention? You still having fun? 
You asshole. 


FUCK YOU 


lm sorry if my state of mind isn't entertaining enough for you, you pampered son of a cumsucking whore. For 
me, this shit is real, OK, it's real and it's never boring and it never stops no matter how much | want it to, no 
matter how many times | try to tear my head off my shoulders and yell for fucks sake why cant you just 
fucking be normal? 


| bet your mind doesn't have 
"What have you done, what have you done, God help me, what have you done?" 
"What do you think youre going to do with that, Wiliam? Whaddya think youre gonna doooooo000?" 


as the title soundtrack, does it? Does it? No, | didn't think so. But what do you care, right? What does anyone 
care? Fuck you all. Every last one of you. If you're reading this, whether it's Izzy or some cunt come to clean 
out my cell or whoever the fuck manages to get their hands on these, fuck you. You still reading? Yeah? Are 
you enjoying this, you fucking pervert? Are you? 


ARE YOu? 


I'm cracking, you know. Cracking like a coconut that bounces a couple times after it hits the ground, cracking 
like a broken egg with the runny goop bleeding out from the broken shell, cracking like the Reverend's skull on 
the tiled kitchen floor and he stopped yelling and his eyes stayed open but they weren't seeing anymore. 


Crack. 


The Last 


Author's Notes: 

OK. It's with a heavy, substantially more jaded heart that | finally resurface from the grisly depths of Axl's 
psyche. This is the last letter he writes, but it isn't the last chapter—l'm working on that one, and probably will 
continue to do so for at least a week, maybe more. We'll see how it goes. Thank you for all your wonderful 
comments, and I'm looking forward to seeing what you think of this one! Much love to everyone, and happy 


reading, 


October 23rd, 19119 


Hey, quick side note for whoever's actually reading this, just in case it isnt Izzy. If its you, lzz, just go ahead and 
skp this part. F not..well, hi | guess? | probably dont know you, but | do know youre a nosy sonofawhore with 
nothing better to do than to poke through other people's business. These letters are private, you asshole. But, it's 
Ike, whatever, you read all the way up to here and all, so | guess you might as well read on to the end. | mean, its 
not Ike | can stop you, right? 


| wonder what you make of all this. You're probably confused as hell 
/ was gonna say my story would make more sense if you knew me like Izzy did, but there's a lot of shit here that 
| never told him. So | guess in the technical sense, you could kinda sorta say..you know more about me now than he 


does. 


Woah, slow right down there, pal Don't you go feeling special You may know more factual information, sure, but 
you don't really know me. No one knew me like izzy did Im his friend, not yours, and.. 


Í just really miss him. 

Youre pretty used fo being called zy by now, huh? You won't mind if | do it some more, will you? | dont care if 
you do, to be honest. These letters were meant fo be for him in the first place anyway, and even if he ends up 
never reading them, itd just make me feel better if | was talking to my best friend Not..you know. Whoever you 
are. 

So, do me a solid and humour me, OK? One last game of Lets Pretend 

And then | can die a happy psychopath 


Dear Izzy, 


What's the right verb to use for human skin if it catches fire? 


Would it Gum, or would it mel? 


That particular thought danced cheerfully into my head when they told me that hair fucks with the electric 
current and | could burst into flames if | don't get it all shaved off. | decided I'd rather not find out the 
answer to that question firsthand, thanks very much, so | stopped trying to kick their balls into their bellies 
and just lay there. Razors are really fucking loud, by the way, did you know that? | never realised that till now, 
though | guess | never had any reason to. It's not like | needed to use them all that much. 


Seriously, though, burn or melt? What do you think? | still haven't decided, personally, but it's probably a 
mixture of both. Right? 


Wow, my handwriting really took a nosedive. Sorry. The goddamn pen keeps flying out from between my fingers 
every twenty seconds, and even when | manage to get a good grip on the sonofabitch, my hand just flat out 
refuses to write properly. | hope you can make it out, because | have a couple more things | wanna say before 


|_.well, you know. 
Die. 


Its 5:Zlpm right now, so | have like half an hour to finish this. They have to get me into the chair and stuff 
before the scheduled time of bpm, so | need to be out of here a few minutes early. Everything's so precise 


here. Hey, Izz, here's a good one - you could almost say they run this place like a prison Hal 

There were a couple of red hairs stuck to my clothes afterwards, and | plucked them off and spent ages just 
staring at them. Individually, they didn't look red, but a kind of faint, rusty gold, a bit like dead leaves during 
the fall. | scrunched them all up together into a tiny little roll and put them in my pocket, for safekeeping. 


I'm glad you can't see me, Izz, and for the first time, I'm grateful that there aren't any mirrors here. | feel 


like shit. | probably look about ten years fucking old. 

Still old enough to get executed, though. 

They gave me this paper ages ago, but | just didn't know what to write, so | just sat and stared into space for 
hours, trying to collect my thoughts. But, Izz, how the fuck am | mean to fit everything I've ever wanted to 
say onto a single fucking sheet of lined paper that looks like it's been torn out of an elementary school exercise 
book? How? 

If all you had left in this world was thirty minutes and a single sheet of paper, what would you write? 


Would you write anything at all? 


5:25pm. 


Wow, that sure went quick. Shit. Time is a finicky little thing, isn't it? Like, positively flying by just when | need 
it to just chill out for a while, but taking its sweet time after | killed the Reverend, so slow that | thought no 
one would ever come home and see my handiwork. You know, | sometimes wonder, could | have escaped? In the 
time it took for Sharon to get home, could | have cleaned the blood off myself, strolled down to the bus 
station, purchased a ticket and ended up on a Greyhound to LA, kicking back and drinking root beer while the 
blood congealed into a mucky brown paste and the the Reverend got stiffer and stiffer on the kitchen floor? 


Could | have gotten away with it? 
Oh, well. If ifs and buts were berries and nuts, we'd all have a merry Christmas, right? 


| miss my hair, Izzy. | feel all wrong without it, and cold and my head feels like ten pounds lighter, and when | 
duck my head forward there's nothing to shield my face from - like, everything 


| feel exposed. 


Remember that one time where | teased it up using gel and your mom's blow-dryer, and some girl came up to 
me and said it made me look like a rock star? That was the proudest moment of my fucking life. Still is. That 
was my fucking identity, the long red mane that | refused to cut because fuck you, thats why. The one part of 


me that was really mine, you know? The one part that | could control. 


And they shaved it all off in like ten minutes flat and dumped it in the dented grey trash can in the corridor, 
using this splintery old broom to sweep up afterwards. There's still a few strands of red stuck to the sticky 
brown gunk on the bristles, | can see ‘em. How long do you think they'll stay there before someone cleans it all 


off? 


| wish I'd gotten out of Indiana. Even if it was only once, just for a day. It's pretty fucking sad that for 
seventeen years | never even got to leave for a weekend, just to see what the world looked like to other 
people, from a different time zone. The thought that they're gonna bury me here too makes me want to 
scream, Please, Izzy, if you ever become a big rock star, promise me you'll fly my body out of here and bury 


me somewhere else. Anywhere. | don't care. Just not here. You can do that for me, right? Please? 
5:3b. 


l'm trying to breathe, but it's hard. | feel like my lungs won't take in as much oxygen as they used to. Fuck 
knows why, the damn things just won't fill up properly and it's really fucking annoying. Does that ever happen 
to you? It happens to me a lot. | don't think it's because of all the cigarettes, though, | think it's probably the 
nerves. | think everyone gets that feeling sometimes, where you can't quite breathe in all the way because 
you're freaking out a little bit, which only makes you freak out more because now there's the added threat of 


death by suffocation It's a pretty counter-productive thing for your body to do, isn't it? Thanks, evolution 


Oh wait, | forgot - are good Christian boys meant to believe in evolution? 


My bad, God. 
Oh, wait, | can do better than that: father, please forgive me, for | know not what | do. 
There, that's better. A prayer of repentance to make the Reverend proud. 


They asked me what | wanted for my last meal. | said the biggest bottle of vodka they could find. They got me 


a chargrilled steak and some cigarettes. 
Close enough, right? 


| chain-smoked my way through all five of them in like half an hour, inhaled the steak, and immediately 
proceeded to throw up my insides. Even when there was nothing left in my stomach, | kept on dry heaving, 
spitting out stringy yellow phlegm and bile, and it tasted like sour electricity. Just my goddamn luck that | get 
to spend the last few hours of my life feeling like a hungover train-wreck - and | didn't even get to be drunk 
the night before. 


Jesus. | really wish they'd given me that vodka. Maybe if | was drunk, | wouldn't be shaking this much. | 


definitely wouldn't be this nervous. 
The rain calmed me down, though, like it always does. 


It rained a lot last night. | could hear it, that harmonic, gentle thrumming, and it reminds me of the time you 
dropped all your peanut MMs on the ground. Remember that? You just stood there, with your head bowed, 
staring mournfully at the ruined sweets while | staggered about behind you, in hysterics. | laugh every time | 


remember that day. 


You know what else | love about rain? The smell. It's warm, and soft, and it hangs low and calm in the empty 
streets like it doesn't have a care in the world, sweetening the air with that fresh, crispy aroma of sharpness 
and musk. It makes me think of things like baked earth, and bright green forests, and crushed gold leaves in 
the fall, and - and.. 


Fuck. | can never find the words. 


All| can tell you about that smell, Izzy, is that it's full of comfort and hope and new beginnings, and something 
else that maybe even Fitzgerald or one of those other writer-type dudes would struggle to explain 


| like to think it's something so pure and wild that it slips out of the grasp of language. | like to think it's 
something precious and fragile, something that words are too clumsy to describe. It's something that's 
achingly, fleetingly beautiful, something that glides through your heart and purifies your mind and tugs at 
your soul, and it kind of makes me want to cry just thinking about it. 


| closed my eyes and sat cross-legged on the dirty concrete floor of my cell and just listened, and | could just 


about see the little gleaming, silvery pearls falling in sheetlike alignment from the sky, and | could just about 
feel the cool tickle of water rolling along my skin, wetting my clothes, and | could just about hear you laughing 
at me because | look like a drowned rat when it rains, and for a moment | felt free, and happy. 


Just about. 


| couldn't quite smell the rain, see. Even though | spent ages inhaling hungrily at the air, just frying But 


obviously the rain was never gonna penetrate the concrete fucking walls, William, you pathetic fucking asshole. 
| swear I'd give anything to smell the rain one last time. 


| looked it up, by the way, and the word for that smell is petrichor. Pretty, isn't it? It comes from this Greek 
word, petra, which means "stone", and ichor, the fluid that flows in the veins of the gods in Greek mythology. 


Isn't that great? 


How come they never teach you things like that in school? | read it in a book one time and | thought you'd get 
a real kick out of knowing a cute little fact like that. | never got around to telling you, though. | guess | didn't 
know my time with you would run out so soon Man, | always thought | had so much fime. But | didn't, Izzy. | 
didn't have any goddam time at all. 


Screw it, at least you know now, right? It's not one of those words you forget easily. Petrichor. You can sound 
like a smartass when you're talking to all your LA. friends, if the topic of rain ever comes up. Which it 
probably won't. But you won't care, because you like knowing things for your own sake, whether other people 


find it impressive or not. You're cool like that. 


Does it rain in LA. like it does here? | hope it does, because if you can't have the stars, itd be plain unfair if 
you had to miss out on the rain, too. But then again, maybe you've learned to adapt and love other stuff, 
stuff we didn't discover together, or teach each other about. 


Lets see if | can guess what you're into, nowadays. What's there to like in LA? Deserts? | can definitely 
imagine you being a desert person, admiring the way a man can probably get lost in those things forever, how 
easy it would be to just walk and walk and keep walking until you're surrounded by all this empty space, and itd 
be all too easy to convince yourself that the rest of the world doesn't really exist. And when the rest of the 
world doesn't exist, when it's just you..well, you realise that nothing really matters the way it used to. See, 
normal people would get scared by that, but not you. You'd be intrigued. | can imagine you hopping a 
motorcycle and zooming off, letting the darkness consume you =- no, wait. Consume isn't the right word, it 
sounds too predatory. Hold on, let me think.. 


Embrace. Yeah, that's more like it. 


You'd let the darkness embrace you, wrapping itself around you like a warm, familiar blanket, hiding you from 


everything. Protecting you. Maybe at some point you'd take a break to light a cigarette, and you'd glance up at 


the sky, and you'd remember those breezy summer nights, years and years ago, where you'd lay out on an 
empty field with an angry redhead and you'd try open him up to the mysterious beauty of the universe. 
Maybe it makes you smile a little, and maybe you even miss that angry redhead, just a bit, because even 


though he was an asshole sometimes, you knew that underneath it all you meant the world to him. 


Then again, what would | know? You could grow to like.! don't know. Whatever. Jungles. Oceans. Maybe you 
change your mind about being a rock star and decide you want to start a family, or become a nuclear 


physicist or some shit. You could do literally anything, and | would never get to know. Because I'd be dead. 
God damn it. 
5:42. 


| think a lot about the last time we spoke. l'm not proud of the stuff | said, Izzy. | didn't mean any of it. | 
remember how hurt you looked, how you just stood there and stared at me as | screamed at you from behind 
the bars, because of course I'd gotten my dumb ass arrested for disorderly conduct or something stupid like 
that on the very day you decided to split. | really want to leave my body for a sec so | can kick the shit out 


of myself when | remember my parting words. 


"Fuck off, then! Fuck off to fuckin’ California, you backstabbing piece of shit. Go ahead! | hope you fuckin’ fail! | hope 
you never get a band off the ground. I bet you become a fuckin' junkie and die and no one's gonna give a twice- 
baked shit about you, because youre just Jeffrey fuckin’ Isbell from Crapayette, and you'll never be more than 
that. Never! So fuck youl" 


But hey, I'm the one who's gonna end up dying with no one to give a twice-baked shit about him. I'm the one 
who's just Bill fuckin’ Bailey from Crapayette, and I'll never be more than that. 


Never. Because dead people can't achieve anything anymore, see. It's impossible. 

Karma's a real bitch, huh? 

You just stood up and looked at me, Izzy, and | really wish you'd cussed me out, or thrown something, or..God, 
just lashed out at me somehow, | don't know. But you never did. You didn't even look surprised, that's what 
really gets me. 

‘Dammit, Bill, why'd you have fo be this way?" 

No anger. You just sounded defeated, tired. | have that effect on people. | get why you're tired now, Izz. 


lm tired too. | really am. 


| wanted to take it all back as soon as you left. Shit, | wanted to take it back as soon as | said it, but 
unfortunately the things we want and the things we do don't always go together so well. Isn't that kind of sad? 


You pushed yourself up out of that chair, and you leaned on one leg and | saw all this hurt in your eyes, and 
you looked like you wanted to say something else, but in the end you didn't. You shoved your hands in your 


pockets, and you were gonna be late for your bus, so you told me goodbye. 
| don't think either of us knew it was for good, not then. 


Remember how | lunged at you through the bars as you got up to go, and you stumbled back and nearly fell 
over? | wasn't trying to hit you, Izzy. | was trying to grab you. | was trying to grip the sleeve of that fringed 
leather jacket you were wearing that day and hold on for all | was worth, and stop you from abandoning me in 
that dingy jail cell in the hick town we swore we'd leave together, trying to stop you from hopping onto the 
Greyhound and finding your life without me. 


| realise now how much of an immature, clingy, pig-headed piece of shit | was being. How selfish | must have 


looked. 


| guess the whole point of these letters is just me trying to tell you what I'll never have the chance to say to 
you face to face: l'm sorry, Izzy. I'm truly sorry, honest to God | am, and I'm grateful that | had you in my 
life. OK? | really mean that, and | know | sound like a faggot but | really couldn't give less of a fuck right now 
about some macho no-homo bullshit. 


5:48. 


I've got all this nervous energy, and | keep tapping my feet against the floor and my cowboy boots are making 
a hell of a racket. Isn't it funny how tapping your foot is usually interpreted as a sign of impatience? 


Can you hurry up and execute me already, Im on a tight schedule here. 


The guard is giving me an odd look. | guess the hysterical giggles of a walking dead man isn't the most soothing 
sound in the world 


| wonder what'll happen to my boots, though. They're gonna take them off before | sit in the chair, because of 
the electrodes they strap to my legs. Do you think they'll throw them away? | want to ask, but | don't want to 
talk to them about anything. | hope they bury me in them, though. | love these fucking boots, they better not 
throw them away or whatever. I'm sure Sharon wouldn't want them. Yeah, they'll probably put them back on 
my feet afterwards, and bury me wearing them. Right? 


5:52 
| need to go soon. 


Izzy. 


| need to go. 


I'd probably piss my pants, if | hadn't already gone like seven or eight times since this morning and used up all 
my body fluid. But fuck it. They won't see me cry. And | won't let the last lines | write end up being some 
incoherent string of horseshit. I'm a lot of things, but I'm not a fucking pussy. 


lm not ready for this 


| can hear the handcuffs being prepared, and | can hear the motherfuckers clinking with repulsive, musical 
laughter, and look at that, | finally found a sound uglier than the Reverend's buckle and the screaming in my 
head. 


lm not ready to de 


| guess I'll see you around, then, if there really is an afterlife. Make sure you do a lot of bad shit so we can 
hang out in Hell and get tortured together, OK? If | discover that you've wormed your way into Paradise and 
left me for a second time, | swear by God and Sonny Jesus I'll find a way to kick your weasel ass, Izzy Stradlin 


Stick that in your joint and smoke it. 


Just make sure, if you do kill anyone, that it's not in a state where they get to fry your ass in front of a live 
studio fucking audience. Its not exactly the most dignified way to go. 


Oh God please help me why aren't you here lzzy why why why why oh god my stomach hurts | don't wanna die 


Anyway, | guess that's it. My life and times, squeezed onto nine sheets of paper that are starting to curl 
around the edges. It's no Diary of Anne Frank, but it's something, right? | feel oddly proud of it. | wonder what 
you'll do with these letters. If you get them. Which you definitely will. 


Good luck with the whole band thing. | know it'll probably be hard to get the right people together and to get 
recognised out of all the other dime-a-dozen acts whoring themselves all over Hollywood, but | believe in you, 
man. Give ‘em hell for me, OK? | know | said all that stuff about you doing all this other shit as a career, but | 
was just screwing around. The world needs you to be a musician, Izzy. Besides, you left high school with a D 


average, so a nuclear physicist you ain't. 


And | want you to become a fucking star. See, | have a feeling LA. could use all the stars it can get, and 


honestly, maybe even just one more would make the difference. You know? 
ltd be something, anyway. 


| promise I'll be waiting for you, in all my eternally-damned glory at the gates of hell, when it's over. Take all 
the time you want, | don't mind waiting. In fact, you know what? The longer the better. | don't want you to die 
young. | want you to live hard for me. Live the fuck out of the time you have left. Make music, and see the 


stars, and hear the rain, and taste the homemade strawberry jam and smell the petrichor and feel free, Izzy. 


OK? 

| want to drink a toast to your long and healthy life, a nice cool shot of sharp, tangy booze that tickles the 
back of my throat with that familiar fiery burn, before | place this letter carefully on top of the pile on my 
bed and hold my hands out for the cuffs, keeping my eyes trained upwards and my mouth slightly open 
because | read somewhere that it stops your eyes from tearing up. 

| want to, but they never did give me that vodka. 


Your friend, always, 


W. Axl Rose 


The End 


Author's Notes: 

This chapter was never meant to happen, but the Axl in my head wasn't having it. "So, like, does zz get my 
letters, or what?" he asked persistently, poking my back as I'm trying to sleep. | told him no and tried to explain 
about cliffhangers and literary devices and artistic license and he just scoffed at me. | told him to let me sleep 
and got a "Fuck that! You didn't let me sleep for like three days! At leave give me some goddamn closure, you 
selfish bitch!" for my trouble. So | thought of multiple endings and he turned his nose up at all of them. There 
was one that he really liked, though; he sulked for days when | told him it wouldn't work. | finally came up with 
an idea.he wasn't too impressed, but | promised him I'd do it well for him, and he reluctantly gave in. But he 
always stood behind me as | wrote, silently judging, arms folded, emitting the occasional snort and generally 
being an asshole. "Look, what do you want" | finally yelled at him. "l'm trying my best here!" He just looked at 
me. "Are you?" And just like that, this chapter popped into my head, completely out of left field, and | was kind 
of gobsmacked. | reasoned through some obstacles, worked out the psychology, explained this and researched 
that and finally, the idea seemed credible. | pitched it to Axl, and he did something he's never done before: he 
smiled at me. "I could live with that," he said, laughing, before he disappeared forever. 


I'm really gonna miss that fucker. 
I'm really gonna miss writing his POV, too, the third person omniscient feels a bit clumsy for me. But | tried 


my best to end this story as close to perfect as | could get it. Thank you all so, so much for reading this 
story and making me keep writing-my gratitude can't be expressed in words, really. | truly love you all. # 


"Wait. So youre telling me that you had a chance? You had a chance to appeal for him, and you just - you let it 
go?" 

Sonja Reagan didnt even try to keep the incredulity out of her voice. She blinked at the woman sitting stiffly in 
front of her, waiting, and the steady tick-tick-tick of the old grandfather clock in the corner seemed to grow 
louder, as if fo compensate for its owner's cold, obstinate silence. Sharon Bailey sat at the table with a posture 
that fell short of stoic dignity and landed somewhere between haughty awkwardness and angry discomfort, and she 
seemed more interested in the contents of the coffee cup in front of her than the conversation at hand. 

Not to be deterred, Sonja tried again 


"What about his lawyer? Didnt his lawyer try - " 


"Hs lawyer took a direct appeal fo the Indiana State court," Sharon interrupted tiredly, pausing to take a sp of her 
coffee. "They rejected it, and reaffirmed the conviction." 


A short, gasping laugh hissed from Sonjas lps. "They reaffirmed the conviction," she repeated, the words feeling 


meaningless and alien as they tumbled clumsily from her dry mouth. 'Lawyer-speak for they're going to put your 
seventeen-year-old son in an electric chair and kill him." 


Sharon didn't reply. Sonja watched her raise the cup and take another sip, watched the woman's throat working as 
she swallowed the hot liquid, marveled at the frigid indifference she seemed To radiate. 


"What..what about other appeals?" she foundered "The Supreme Court? | don't know, God, there has to be 


something!" 


‘Hs lawyer told him about all of that." There was a sharp crack as Sharon set her coffee cup on the table. "He 


n" 


wasnt interested The lawyer, Carlson, told me he didnt even look up as he was felling him - 


"The lawyer told you," Sonja repeated She was doing quite a bit of repeating today, she noticed "You mean you 
weren't there with him." 


it wasnt a question, and Sharon didn’t answer it, but she levelled her gaze at Sonja, her expression inching towards 


hostile defensiveness. The grandfather clock ticked with rhythmic despondency. 
"OK, so his lawyer told him," Sonja said at last. "Then what?" 


"I fold you then what," Sharon snapped, exasperated "He didn’t care. He didn’t do much at all except sit around and 


n" 


stare into space - 
‘Did his lawyer tell you that too?" 
Sharon glared. "If you're going fo sit here and mock me, Sonja - " 


OK, all right. 1 - Im..." The apology refused to come forth, 


"Sorry?" Sharon suggested after a short pause, one eyebrow raised, and Sonja felt the first heat of anger lance 
through her insides. She shook her head, trying to dispel it and stay focused, fighting to keep her voice calm. 


‘Sharon, there must be something else. There has to be something you can do. They can't just..they can't just 
execute someone, just lke that! They just - they cant!" 


Tick-tick-tick, 
‘Can they?" 
Sharon stared at her coffee cup, but she didnt pick it up. 


"Sharon?" 


"The direct appeal is the only one that's mandatory. The others are up to the defendant and his representatives to 


pursue." 


She spoke heavily, robotically, lke a bored child repeating a mathematical equation that they'd memonised, but 


never really understood 

"Sharon" 

But Sharon wasn't hearing her, burying her face in her hands and mumbling almost to herself. 

"All those words. The state post-conviction appeal, and the federal habeus corpus, and the governor's executive 
clemency." She raised her head and her weary gaze met Sonja's. "You know what he said? Do you know what he 
said when Carlson tried to talk to him about it, Sonja?" 

Here she uttered an empty laugh 

"He said it was a load of bureaucratic fuckery. He said appealing fo reverse the sentence was about as useful as 
trying to stuff turds back into your asshole after you've already shat em out. He said he wouldn't trust a cunt- 
fart lke Carlson with a bucket of water if his pubes were on fire, let alone his life." 


She faced Sonja, her lps pulled back from her teeth and her eyes shining with sudden, glacial fury. 


"l was there for that, Sonja | heard him say all those things with my own two ears. Thats the last time | saw him, 


and as far as Im concerned." 

Sharon flpped the fringe out of her eyes with one hand in a careless, quick movement 

Exactly like how Bill used to. 

The thought writhes uncomfortably into the forefront of Sonjas mind, and she shakes her head slightly 
‘Sharon, he's your son!" 

Sharon's eyes snapped forward 


‘My son?" she spat. "Hell of a fine son, isnt he? The - the vagrant who runs around getting drunk in public! 
Breaking things! Getting arrested! Doing drugs! And he says the ugliest - ugliest - " 


She was standing, hands gripping the sides of the table, and Sonja could see her arms shaking 
"He murdered my husband, Sonja, he murdered my husband!" 


Sharon took a breath, and ran a shaky hand through her hair: 


‘He's not my son," she said, her voice lowered "The only son | have is Stuart The little boy | had with Stephen, 
Thats my son. Not that..that..murdering thing sitting on death row." 


Sonja had listened to all this in complete, spellbound silence. She looked at Sharon as though seeing her for the first 


time. 


‘So, that's if, then, isn’t if," she said, quietly. "Your son is going to get executed in less than a month and you're just 
gonna sit here and drink your goddamn coffee and let it happen" 


When Sharon didn't reply, Sonja leaned forward and looked her earnestly in the face. 
"Youre a monster." 
Sharon looked away. 


‘Call me what you want, Sonja," she said dully. "You come in here, with all your airs and graces, but youll never 


n" 


know what it was like to live with him - 
"Bill" 
"What?" 


‘Hs name is Bill Not hm. Not that creature. Say his name, Sharon Say your son's name." 

Outside, the sun was shining with an inritatingly happy vigour, the kind that beamed between shiny green leaves and 
gittered bright white on the window panes and augmented moderately agitated moods to levels of catatonic tury. 
Blinking angrily and ducking her head to avoid the worst of the rays, Sonja marched briskly down the front path, 
not noticing the pigtailed little girl standing outside on the street until she almost knocked her over. She managed to 
catch herself at the last second as the girl deftly skipped out of the way, clutching her jump-rope to her chest 


and letting out a squeak of surprise. 

‘Sorry, Amy," Sonja apologised, putting one hand on the fence to steady herself, and the girl shrugged, smiling easily. 
"Thats OK, Mizz R," she replied, snapping the wad of pink bubblegum in her mouth and fiddling with the jump-rope, 
swinging it behind her, watching as the older woman straightened the collar of her shirt. "Did you and Mama have a 
fight?" 

Sonja did a double take. 


"Uh, what?" 


‘Did you and Mama have a fight?" Amy repeated patiently, clicking the wooden knobs of the jump-rope against 


each other as she smiled up at Sonja, who blinked back at her. 


Sonja had long since been acquainted with the startling directness that all children possessed at a certain age, having 
raised two of her own, but it never failed to catch her off guard That watchful, precociously frank expression on 
Amy's young face was familar fo her; shed seen almost the exact replica of it on her oldest son's face enough 


times. 


Amy's face said careful, Mizz R, | know I've got pigtails and a jump-rope and skinned knees from playing Hide 
and Go Seek, but I'm not stupid. So don't bother feeding me any porky-pies because | won't eat them up, no 
ma'am | won't. | want the full truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God. OK, Mizz R? 
OK? 


She hadnt lied fo Amy - not yet - but she had lied to Izzy. And he wasnt happy about it. He never said anything; 
zy hardly ever used anything as pedestrian as words to convey his feelings, but his expression did all the talking 
as he listened to the Mommy and Daddy were just having a little discussion, sweetie bit with frosty disapproval 
wafting from those intelligent hazel eyes like a bad smell Uh-huh, sure. A little discussion, like Galileo and the 
Pope had a little discussion. Why don't you go ahead and blow it out your ass, Ma, | bet its uncomfortable to 
be that full of shit. 

"Mizz R?" 

Amy was waiting 

"Uh." Sonja laughed nervously. "Sort of. Did you hear us?" 

That searching, blunt look didn’t waver, and Amy cocked her head slightly, the end of one pigtail brushing against 
her elbow. Sonja shifted, feeling lke she was a child back in Catholic school, hanging her head before a disapproving 
nun as she admitted to falling asleep during the morning sermon. 


‘No, but you look mad," Amy said at last. "Was it about Billy?" 


Something - God, morality, the knowledge that Amy would surely see right through her - stopped Sonja from 
Telling a lie. 


"Yes." 
Amy nodded. "Knew it" 


h the same breath, she added, "He killed Papa, you know. Mommy told me. She told me and Stu that Billy stabbed 
Papa with a butcher knife until he was dead." 


And for the second time that day, Sonja was stumped by a child 


‘Mommy told you," she repeated stupidly. Her hand reached over and grabbed for the fence. 

"Uh-huh." Amy was nodding. Then she paused "You OK, Mizz R? Youre looking kinda peely-wally." 

"Yeah, no, Im fine," Sonja managed. She was, in fact, not fine at all, but she'd be damned if she was going to look 
Ike any more of an idot in front of this pigtailed little girl with the knowing blue eyes and the pink bubblegum stuck 
to her lower lip. 

‘Amy, honey, did.did your mommy say anything else about Bill - Billy?" 

Amy blinked, then bowed her head, kicking the ground with her purple sneakers. There was a moment of pained 
silence, during which Sonja seriously considered recanting her question and going home, having heard, seen, nor done 
no evil - relatively so, anyway - before Amy spoke. 

‘Mama said that Billy's evil, and sinful, and that he's going to hell where he belongs." 

The tone of her voice echoed that of her mother's, when she talked about the various appeals Bill had rejected. 
Sonja stared down at the child, thinking of the old proverb about curiosity and cats, and wished she hadn't asked 
Nonetheless, she bent down so that she was level with Amy. 

‘Honey, do you think Billy's evil?" she asked gently 

The child paused, staring up at her with troubled eyes, nibbling thoughtfully at her thumb 

Sonja waited 

"He fold me funny stories," Amy said at last, taking her thumb from her mouth, still absently tracing patterns on 
the ground with those purple sneakers. 'I liked them. They weren't scary like Papa's were." She raised her head and 
smiled. "And he let me play with his hair. | liked his hair. And he sang Hound Dog fo me and did the hjp-dance-thingy 
Just lke Elvis does." 


Her eyes clouded, and the smile faded, and her voice dulled into a low, flat drone. "But..he killed Papa." 


The instinct to go home - run home - rose frenziedly out of the deep, and Sonja took one step back, and another, 
as Amy looked up at her with wide, sorrowful eyes. 


"He killed Papa He killed him, Mizz R” 
The Federal Correctional Complex in Terre Haute, Indiana, is a celebration of creative mediocrity. 


Essentially nothing more than an oversized, pale grey cuboid deposited unceremoniously in the middle of a dead 


brown field, a mere ten miles shy of the state line to Illinois, it is the kind of building that appears rather ugly 
in overcast weather, and positively offensive in the sun. Travellers on the nearby Interstate 10 can look over, 
glimpse the large box in the distance with the featureless grey walls and the few windows that seem to have 
been thrown in almost as an afterthought, and forget it immediately, sometimes even while their road-worn 
gazes are still slipping over its unremarkable exterior. Other than the dry, yellowing grass that skims the 
dusty earth like a bad military-style haircut, no greenery of any kind exists within the small perimeter of the 
complex, which is surrounded by a rusting metal fence topped with rigid lengths of barbed wire. Beyond this, a 
few dozen feet of trees and shrubbery spring freely with relieved vigour, as if delighting in the fact that they 


exist outside the limits of a place whose sole purpose is to host imprisonment, and death. 


Today, though, the place is lively - relatively so, anyway, Sonja thinks, as she looks at the smattering of cars 
that are parked just outside the front gates. Two uniformed guards stand by the doors, ushering in the 
attendees. There's the obligatory reporter or two amidst the group, but mainly, the people that have come to 
watch Bill Bailey die are townies; bored factory workers and curious housewives and a few rambunctious 
college students, jeeringly daring each other to pussy out, Liam, go ahead, ya clown, their too-loud laughter and 
slightly manic whoops badly disguising the shimmer of sharp unease in their eyes. 


Sonja stands a little further from the throng of people near the entrance, under the strip of shade that edges 
thinly around the building. She is smoking a cigarette. Her son is standing next to her, his slim arms folded 
tightly against his chest, and the expression on his pinched, angular face is coldly inscrutable. 


"You're looking really pale, honey," she observes anxiously, adjusting her collar to occupy her hands, knowing 
that reaching over and feeling his forehead would not bode well with Izzy Isbell - or Stradlin, as he'd curtly 
informed her during the ride from the Greyhound bus station where she'd picked him up earlier that day. He 
hadn't said much else during that ride, answering her questions with either monosyllables or silence, and after 


a few minutes of stilted, rather one-sided conversation, she had finally caught the hint and shut up. 


Now, his tongue flicks against the inside of his cheek as he turns to face her, and even from between the jet- 
black spiky fringe that jags over his forehead, she can see the wryness in his eyes as they flashed grey in the 
sun. 


"Yeah. A two-day cross-country bus journey and your best friend getting murdered by the state does that to 
a guy." 


The undertow of agitation in his usually mild voice reminds Sonja of the quiet, unfriendly rumbling that 
accompanies the creeping grey clouds before a thunderstorm. She tries to think of some response, fails, and 
resorts to changing the subject. 


"You still haven't told me how you got enough money for that bus ticket." Her ill-fated attempt at disguising 
her suspicious curiosity as lighthearted chit-chat falls flat as Izzy unfolds his arms and glares at her. 


"Drop it, Mom." 


"lm just - " she catches herself. Now is not the time to dig around her son's illicit West Coast activities, and 
the note of finality in his voice convinces her that any other time, whether in a few hours or a few years, 


would be equally unsuitable. 


Drop it, Mom. Not just for now, but for ever. There are some things you just dont need to know, some things 
that you're better off not knowing, so lets just leave this can of worms to fester, preferably somewhere very far 
away. We can put it right by the can with yours and Dads divorce papers and the child support cheques - thats 
still there, right? Unopened? Yeah, | thought so. 


Shaking off her thoughts and extending the packet of cigarettes forward as a peace offering, she motions for 


him to take one. 
"You sure you don't want one?" 


Izzy had refused her first offer, but he accepts the cigarette this time, taking a long pull and holding the 
smoke in his mouth for a few seconds before exhaling it in two long plumes that drift ominously from his 


nostrils. In the distance, a bird shrieks. Sonja watches her son. 


"Izzy," she says softly, because she wants to break the tense silence, and she isn't sure what else to say. Her 
son isn't one to take kindly to vacuous conversation, however, and she's rewarded with a wordless look of tired 


irritation. Sonja chews her lip. 
"I'm glad you called when you did," she tries. 


She had received the phone call a few days ago, the phone call she'd been hoping to receive with a rabid, 
helpless desperation, because she knew that it was the only chance she would have to tell him. There was no 
other way to contact Izzy in Los Angeles, a fact Sonja has learned through experience. In the few weeks he'd 


been away, she'd only heard his voice when he decided to contact her - and that was never often enough. 
Don't call me, Hi call you. That was Izzy's modus operandi. 


She remembers how she'd stuttered, tripping over her words like a clumsy child in a game of jump-rope. She 
remembers the cold tendrils of dread that gnarled teasingly around her stomach as he demanded to know 
what was going on, because of course he'd discerned that something was amiss almost immediately. She 
remembers how everything she knew - the murder, the trial, the sentence - tumbled out in a maladroit, 
short-winded jumble of words, and she remembers how the silence that followed gnawed at her soul like a 


hungry mongrel. 


Mostly, though, she remembers the wet crack in his voice when he finally spoke. [here's nothing anyone can 


do? Nothing? 


She cried, that day when she told her son that his best friend would die in three days for the murder of his 
stepfather. She had promised herself to keep it together and stay strong for him, playing the part of the 


reassuring, sympathetic yet dauntless adult, but the road to bad parenting is paved with good intentions, and 
that subtle break in the voice of her oldest child, who hadn't shed tears in front of her since his eighth 
birthday, had struck something deep inside her. Perhaps even broken it. 


Now, Izzy turns his head away from her and re-folds his arms, his lips thinning into a cold, bitter smile. 
"Right. It was my lucky fuckin’ day." 
That shuts Sonja up. 


Another car pulls over to the gates, and they both watch as the door clicks open and Sharon Bailey emerges, 
clutching a purse in one hand and her car keys in the other, squinting a little in the sunlight. Next to Sonja, 
Izzy's entire body coils and tenses, and she is taken aback when she sees the brittle, searing murder in his 
eyes. He hoicks loudly and spits on the floor as Sharon passes them by, the wet splat obscene and hateful 
against the dry ground. Sharon glances down at the sizeable wad of phlegm, shining cheerfully in the bright 
heat, then looks back up at Izzy. He returns her disapproving, angry stare with shameless loathing, his chin 
raised and his fists clenched, his lips twisted into a disgusted snarl of rage. He doesn't stop watching her as 
she turns away and heads towards the building, his cigarette burning in his hand, the murder in his eyes 
whirling and glinting. 


"What time is it?" he asks suddenly, without looking at her. 
Sonja fumbles for her watch. 

"Twenty to six" 

She glances uneasily at the entrance. 

"Izzy..we should get going" 


You go ahead," Izzy says, staring at the tangle of trees and bushes behind the fence, motioning with his 


cigarette. "I'll catch up in a minute." 


Sonja hesitates, then bites her lip and walks away, towards the doors. Before she goes inside, she glances back 
at her son. He's skinnier than he was before Los Angeles, she's noticed. His hair is darker and longer, the wispy 
black locks skimming his collar. From the short distance, she can see the straight, humourless line of his 
mouth as he exhales one last puff of smoke, letting the cigarette fall from his fingers. He stares over the 
fence, standing motionless in the shade, his eyes jaded and watchful, that look of brittle murder cooling grimly 
in his eyes. 


A chill spikes through Sonja's veins as she wonders if Bill's eyes had looked like that, when he was killing his 
stepfather. 


Please refrain from talking to or aggravating the condemned man in any way once he has entered the 
chamber. The condemned man might drool a little as the 2,000 volts of electricity pass through his body. 
There could be a little blood You might notice an odour of burning flesh. If you start to feel nauseated, please 


speak to one of the guards and make sure to exit the room as quietly as possible. 


Sonja sits uncomfortably in her first-row chair, listening to the stocky, bespectacled man who introduced 
himself as the warden as he trawls through the introductory speech with something disturbingly close to 
relish. She imagines him rehearsing the speech that morning in the bathroom mirror, shaving cream stuck in 
wet patches to his fleshy jowls, humming as he buttons his shirt and knots his tie. She wonders if he'd spared 
a thought for the boy he was going to kill. 


It's unusually humid for late October, and the air has a certain sweaty corpulence that adheres onto her skin 
like cheap glue. Sonja pinches the material of her linen shirt between her fingers and fans it discreetly, and the 
square, orange |.D. badge she'd pinned to her lapel flaps at the movement. Tuning out the drone of the warden, 
she finds herself tracing the long electrical cord that coils across the slate grey floor, towards the chair that 
sits on the slightly elevated flooring at the front of the room. The word stage rings obnoxiously around her 
head like an unwelcome guest, and she squeezes her eyes shut. 

The warden has finished his speech, but there's still someone talking close by in a low, angry murmur, and 
Sonja recognises Izzy's voice. Glancing over, she sees him arguing with one of the guards at the entrance, the 
one who held the clipboard and admitted all the witnesses into the execution chamber. 

"You're not on the list. You haven't signed up. | can't let you in, kid, them's the rules." 

"What, are all the seats sold out or something?" 

The guard shoots him an ugly look, and Izzy spreads his hands, gesticulating angrily. 


"C'mon, man, l'm his best friend! l'm the only friend he's got! You gotta let me in - " 


"Lets get one thing straight here, sonny" The guard puffs out his not inconsiderable beer gut and looks 
imposingly down at Izzy. 


"| don't gotta do anything, that clear? | let you in, it's nothing more than the goodness in my heart and the 


blowjob my missus gave me that's mellowed my mood enough to bend the rules for a punk like you." 


Izzy clasps his hands behind his back in a gesture of deference and shifts his weight onto one leg, and Sonja 


can see the superhuman effort he's employing to keep his expression neutral. 
The guard scrutinises him with small, pale eyes. 


"You're not gonna start no trouble, are ya?" 


Izzy snorts. He holds out his arms. 


"Look at me, man. I'm a fuckin’ twig. What kinda trouble am | gonna start with the fuckin’ cavalry all lined up 
here to watch the show?" 


He motions to the uniformed men standing around the perimeter of the room chatting amongst themselves in 
low voices, stroking the batons on their belts and hiding smirks of sheer excitement. Izzy turns back to the 
guard, looking tired, and his arms fall to his sides. 


I'm not stupid, man. | just wanna see him, you know? | wanna see him before he dies, that's all." 


Sonja was starting out of her seat , but then she settles back down as the guard clicks his tongue and waves 


Izzy inside with imperious magnanimity. 
"Go ahead, then, slick. Have a ball." 


Izzy enters the room, the little-boy-lost mask vanishing brusquely from his features as soon as he was out 
of the guard's sight, muttering a quiet curse to himself. He slides into the seat next to Sonja, one of the last 
few empty seats left in the room, folds his arms, and stares straight ahead, not saying another word. 


They wait. 


The first thing that strikes Sonja about the boy who finally enters the chamber, one guard on either side and 
two following behind him, is that he has no hair. 


Without the long, shiny red tousles covering his shoulders and falling over his face, Bill Bailey has a frail, 
strangely defenceless air about him, his hunched shoulders and lowered head not quite achieving the same 
shielding effect as the hair he used to hide behind. She can see sharp cheekbones poking out of the papery 
white skin of his face, and his hands are cuffed together, curled into loose fists as he walks slowly towards 
the last chair he will sit in. But then he stops and raises his head, and he stares with startling, aggressive 
directness at the people who have come to watch him die, his pale lips parting slightly. One hand reaches over 
and scratches the ugly red welts on his arms. The dry, flaking rasp hisses against Sonja's ears. 


"Hey, you see the lady you want me to give these to, or what?" The first guard waves a wad of paper in Bill's 
face impatiently. Bill frowns a little, flinching away from the guard, and surveys the people in the room with 
determined concentration, meeting their gaze for a fraction of a second before moving on with irritated 
disinterest. When he sees Izzy sitting tersely a few feet away from him, his expression doesn't change at first. 
He shakes his head once, slowly, a frown deepening on his forehead as he looks blankly through his best friend 


as though he is an apparition, apt to disappear in a few moments. 


But then Izzy speaks. 


"Jesus, Ax," he says hoarsely. 


Bill twitches. The wiry cords in his neck tighten as he stops breathing, and his face clears, as if awakening 
from some affected trance. He leans away, then he tries to come forward, and one of the guards hold out an 
arm, blocking his way. His lips are moving but no sound escapes him, and he's unable to do more than mouth 
Izzy's name, dumbstruck, the colour draining patchily into his hollow cheeks, gaping at the dark-haired boy in 
front of him with reverent, celestial disbelief, as if he'd seen the face of God. 


Izzy seems to struggle with himself for a moment. The moment passes, and he flies forward and throws his 
arms around Bill, hugging him fiercely, almost violently, and Bill is unable to hug him back because his cuffed 
hands are trapped between their bodies. But he clutches at the lapel of Izzy's jacket with scrabbling, bony 
fingers and grips frenziedly onto the material, and Sonja can hear his strangled breath as it hitches and rattles 
in his chest. His gaze finds hers, and gratitude spills from the tired green eyes like tears; the plaintive, 
confused gratitude of a child who hadn't seen too much kindness in his life, and had stopped believing in such 


myths. 
"Thank you." 


The muffled, guttural whisper is barely just loud enough for her to hear. Her throat closes, and she can only 
nod back. She's certain that she will cry if she attempts to reply with words, and Bill understands this, because 
he gives her a wry, watery smile that is more like a grimace before burying his face in Izzy's shoulder and 


emitting a shaky, quiet sigh. 

The guards stand awkwardly to the side, unsure of what to do. 

Izzy's neck moves as he turns to whisper something into Bill's ear. Bill stiffens, but then he raises his head 
with almost comical slowness and looks searchingly at Izzy for a few long seconds, an expression of awed 
wonder on his face. Then he nods, once, his eyes huge, and Izzy hugs him again, tighter this time. Bill lets his 
head fall back onto Izzy's shoulder. He looks oddly blissful. 

"All right, break it up now." 

lzzy clings onto Bill for a second longer, and two of the guards start to come forward. Izzy steps back, 
clutching Bill's arms and murmuring something. A hard, blazing expression lights up Bill's face as he nods again. 
Izzy returns to his seat in two quick steps, and he lowers himself down onto it. Sonja sees his legs shaking. 
Bill turns to the guard holding the letters. 


"Give ‘em to him," he says, motioning to Izzy with his hands. 


The guard crosses over and bundles the stack of paper into Izzy's hands as his colleagues bundle Bill into the 


chair. 


Izzy stuffs the letters into his jacket and drags a sleeve across his face. 

The guards then begin to perform the laborious process of placing the straps and belts about Bill's body. 
Electrodes are fastened. Belts are buckled Wet sponges are meticulously tucked in. The attendants act with 
absolute precision - not a movement is wasted. As Sonja watches, listening to the crisp snap of the buckles 
and the gruff whisper of the belts, she imagines the sensation of wetness, leather, and a dozen hands about 
her own body, and she stifles a shiver. 

"Hey. Hey, Sharon. Shaaroooon." 

Bill's voice lilts around the chamber in a flat, icy sing-song, and Sonja thinks of the blandly undulating shrill of a 
wine glass when you strike it with cutlery. Sharon Bailey tenses and clasps her hands in her lap, raising her 
chin. She doesn't look at her son. He raises his voice, squirming slightly in the chair. 

"Shaaaaarooooooon! Hey, Sharon!" 

He barks out a laugh, suddenly, throws his head back. 

"Stellaaaaaaaaaal" 


Looking forward expectantly at the crowd, he waits. Another belt hisses into places against his right wrist. 


"Marlon Brando," he informs them, perplexed, when he doesn't receive the reaction he was expecting. "C'mon. 
Marlon Brando? A Streetcar Named Desire?" 


He's frowning now. 

"Anyone? No?" Bill rolls his eyes, scoffing. "Bunch of losers." 

To Sharon, he says, "Anyway, how come you didn't abort me?" 

He could have been asking his mother why she didn't buy ice-cream after the weekly grocery haul. 


"You should have just aborted me, you know." He tilts his head and smiles. His expression is an unsettlingly 


genuine parody of compassion. "Its like, it would have been better for everyone. You know?" 
Sharon stares straight ahead, avoiding her son's face with a grim determination. 


‘Look at me!" Bill's roar slices into the air, and the attendees flinch away from him as he bucks forward in his 


chair. "When you're killing me, you look at mel!" 


His voice catches in a ragged, breathy sob, and his face is contorted, his hands hooked into claws around the 


arms of the chair. Sharon faces him, and he waits, his gaze searching and wild, hers rigid and cold. 


‘lm not killing you, William," she says, deadpan, 

He blinks, surprise flooding in to replace the fury in his expression 

"No?" 

Bill mulls this over, cocking his head to one side as his eyes narrow in thought. 

"No," he muses thoughtfully. "No, | guess you're not.” 

He laughs, and Sonja's skin prickles at the sound, because it's the laugh of a mischievous child delighting in the 
anticipation of some ingenious, unadulterated prank. It's a laugh that's light and sunny, and innocent, like long 
summer afternoons and bustling playgrounds during recess, and it's a laugh that has no business in the 


execution chamber of a United States Penitentiary. 


"I think | know why you didn't abort me though. Abortion is a sin, right?" He recoils slightly as a strap is 
tightened against his left thigh, but he doesn't look away from his mother. 


"Kinda hypocritical of you, though. | mean, you weren't too worried about sin when you spread your legs and 


gave my old man your dripping whore cunt on a platter, were you?" 


Sonja's mouth falls open. Bill's expression is now one of malicious, ugly hatred, and his voice scorches across 


the chamber. 


"Did it drip like that for the Reverend, Ma? Did it? Huh? Or did he get someone else to play fuckmeat to his 
fiddlestick?" 


Mad exhilaration effervesces from Bill's features as he watches his mother wrench the cord of her bag 


between her fingers, withering venom pooling blackly in her eyes. 
"You sonofabitch," she spits, rage smoking from her voice. Bill sneers back at her. 
“That's right. You know it. You fucking know it, bifch" 


Sharon actually hisses. Two tears slip down her cheeks, and Sonja half expects them to burn red, raw trails 


onto her skin like acid. 
"Rot in hell," are the last words she speaks to her son. "You bastard" 


She looks at him steadily, perhaps with more steadiness she'd ever given him before, and Bill drinks in the 


honest, vicious abhorrence effusing from her stiff features with wild hunger, his lips curved in satisfaction 


lll say hi to your husband for you," he breathes, and his voice is almost gentle. 


"Shut up, kid," a guard mutters, wrenching the last belt in place with unnecessary force, and Bill's face twists 


with pain, but he doesn't make a noise. 

"Hey, can someone open the window?" he asks suddenly. "It's like a fuckin’ Turkish bath in this bitch." 

The guards blink at Bill, then look over to the warden, who gives an impatient shrug and waves a consenting 
hand. The window is pushed open, and Izzy turns to look, his lips parting, and he turns back to see Bill grinning 
at him. 

"Anything else?" The warden's voice drips with sarcasm. Bill's gaze flickers towards him with scornful disregard. 


"Yeah. Lick my froth, home fuck." 


His eyes dart to meet Izzy's, then Sonja's, then Sharon's, then they flit wildly to back of the room, then the 


window, and Sonja starts to feel dizzy. 

The attendants place a sponge and metal headpiece, which looks like an old-styled football helmet, on Bill's head. 
Then they take out a large black shroud and start to fold it over Bill's face, but he jerks his head away from 
them. 

"Don't put that fuckin’ thing over my face." 

The warden's eyes narrow. 


"You're really pushing it, kid” 


Bill leans forward. "Oh, come on," he persists. "It's more fun this way. Don't you think? Let's give the nice folks 


a good show." 
He looks over at the crowd, and simpers. 


"Don't you want a good show? You look like a nice crowd of jolly motherfuckers, don't you want a good fuckin’ 


show?" 

The simper fizzles into a snarl, and then he's blinking innocently up at the warden 
"Please, Mr Executioner-man?" 

The simper is back, but his eyes are glittering darkly. 


"Think of it as a final request" 


The warden glares at Bill and adjusts his glasses. 

Fine, but no more..funny business, all right?" 

Bill stares at him, and for a moment there's nothing but cool, contemptuous hatred in his eyes. 

"Sure thing, mister," he says tonelessly. "No more funny business | promise to sit here and die like a good boy." 
The warden bites the inside of his cheek and turns away. He nods to one of the guards, who squares his 
shoulders importantly and steps forward. Watching him, Bill scratches his ear with one shoulder and settles 
into the chair, as if preparing for a lengthy car journey. He wets his lips. 


William Bailey." The guard begins. 


He flinches - shudders - and his eyes squeeze shut. "God, God, it's Axi! Axl, goddammit. My name is Axl Rose, 
you shithead, not - God!" 


The guard ignores him and ploughs on 


"William Bailey, you have been condemned to die in the electric chair by a jury of your peers, a sentence 


imposed by a judge in good standing in this state." 


Bill has his shoulders hunched up to his ears and he's squeezed his eyes closed, his breath coming in slow 


rasps. 

"Do you have anything else say before this sentence is carried out?" The guard's tone is dry. 

Opening his eyes slowly, Bill chews his lip. He stared fixedly at the floor and shifts in his seat. 

The guard waits. 

"You..you'll read the letters, right?" 

He raises his eyes to Izzy, a hint of earnest uncertainty on his face. Sonja glances at her son, and sees not a 
drop of colour on his gaunt features. He nods wordlessly, stiffly, his hands clenched into fists in his lap. Bil 


swallows. 


"See, because..because | wrote ‘em. For you. You know? | just." He fidgets. "Just read ‘em, OK? They're kind of 


important." 


Bill swallows again. 


"Please." 


Izzy is nodding reassuringly. "Yeah. Yeah, sure. Don't worry, Ax, | promise I'll read ‘em all, OK?" His voice 


wobbles, but his eyes don't waver from Bill's. 


Bill watches him for a second longer, and then, seemingly appeased, relaxes his shoulders and sighs. He closes 
his eyes, and when he opens them again, they are utterly, completely calm. He stares vacantly ahead, a look of 


vague amusement on his face. 


The guard clears his throat, and glances round at his colleagues, who are watching open-mouthed. The warden 


motions for him to continue. 


Bill giggles, twisting a little in his seat. If his legs weren't restricted as they were, he could have been a child 


buckled into a car seat, kicking his feet with eager excitement. 


‘| love you, Mom," Izzy says suddenly. His voice is almost too low to hear, and he doesn't look at her. He's been 
hyperventilating silently, his chest rapidly rising and falling, hands clenched to the edge of his seat. Sonja puts 
one hand consolingly on his knee and he flinches away from her immediately, his hazel eyes never moving from 


Bill's, and they're soft, softer than she's ever seen them. 


William Bailey, electricity shall now be passed through your body until you are dead in accordance with state 


law. May God have mercy on your soul." 
Bill quirks a single, unimpressed eyebrow. His eyes rolled, and then they settled onto Izzy, turning his head 
slightly. A wildly dreamy, faraway smile is playing on his lips. Izzy has one arm wrapped across his stomach as 


he stares back at his best friend, and for a second, something like agonised desperation spasms across his 


face. He gulps once, his Adam's apple bobbing, and then his arm is raised. 

Something explodes. 

Bill Bailey is still smiling that dreamy smile when the bullet crashes between his eyes and settles into his brain 
He dies instantly, and Izzy is flying across the room, vaulting lithely out of the open window, disappearing from 
view, and an audible thud is heard when he lands on the ground below. 

The entire scene takes less than approximately four seconds. 

Nobody speaks. 

The exhaust fan whirs. 

"What in the blue fuck was that?" The warder's shrill scream breaks the shocked silence, and the room 


descends into chaos as the people flock to the window to catch a glimpse of the rapidly retreating figure, and 
Sonja finds herself among them, pushing, being pushed. The guards are yelling amongst themselves, some of 


them fighting to get to the front of the window, some of them running out of the room to get outside and 


give chase. 

"Who was that sonofabitch?" 

"He jumped out the fuckin’ window!" 

"| can't see him, can you see him? Do you see - " 
"Go after him, for Chrissakes! Go! Move!” 


Sonja reaches the front of the crowd and sees Izzy immediately, as he runs - flies - in short zig-zags across 
the field towards the fence, launching the gun in a slow, graceful arc over the fence. More gunfire whistles 
aimlessly through the air as the few guards who have made it outside run after him, their guns spitting 
bullets that are woefully off target. He's stripped his jacket off, and he throws it so the rough leather covers 
the sharp metal knots at the top of the fence as he scales it easily, plucking the jacket off the barbed wire 
once he's on the other side. He drops down onto the ground, landing on bent knees, picking up the gun he's 


thrown and straightening in one fluid movement. He vanishes into the trees. 

Not once does he look back. 

"Who was he? What was his name?" 

"| don't know, sir, he wasn't on the list - " 

"Goddammit, you dumb fuck, why did you let him in?" 

Sharon Bailey hasn't moved from her chair. She's the only one who isn't at the window. She stares dumbly at 
her dead son, who aside from the small, red-black hole on his forehead, doesn't look dead at all. His head tilts 
to the side, and he's still smiling that blissful, dreamy smile as his head lolls forward and his chin lands on his 
chest and she can see what the bullet has done to the back of his head. 

She can't see his face anymore, but she will. In her nightmares, Sharon Bailey will see her son's dead face 
smiling coldly at her for a long, long time to come. Sometimes, the small, red-black hole on his forehead bleeds, 


and scarlet liquid pools in the corner of his eyes, and sometimes, he laughs. 


He laughs, and she screams. 


